
Journal of English Language Teaching, Vol. 66, No. 2, March-April 2024 39

The Changing Face of Everyday Communication: Emojis As
Catalysts
Alka Jain

ABSTRACT

In today’s digital communications world, emojis have revolutionized daily communication,
transcending text-based messages and linguistic and cultural barriers to become significant
components of everyday communication. They convey emotions, ideas, cultural nuances
as well as social evolution. This research article explores the evolving and multi-faced role
of emojis in modern communication, by examining their historical dimension, linguistic
dimension and impact on expression, sociocultural influences and implications, and
technological advancements. The paper sheds light on the multifaceted nature of emojis
and their transformative effects on communication practices in the digital age. There is a
thriving relationship between emojis and human interaction, highlighting their role as
catalysts for creativity, connection, and understanding in the digital age. Emojis convey a
diverse range of emotions like laughter, love, sorrow, and triumph, standing as meaningful
and potential symbols of everyday communication, in diverse communities across the world.
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Introduction:

Derived from the Japanese words for “picture”
(e) and “character” (moji), emojis have emerged
as universal symbols in digital communication,
enriching textual content with emotional depth
and contextual cues (Baron 78). The historical
evolution of emojis can be traced back to the
late 1990s in Japan, where Shigetaka Kurita is
given the credit for being a pioneer in the creation
of the initial set of pictographic symbols designed
for mobile messaging (Miller & Sinanan 132).
Kurita’s desire to create emojis was driven by a
desire to convey emotions, ideas, and expressions
in a concise and universally understandable
manner. The early set of emojis consisted of basic
symbols representing a variety of emotions,
objects, and actions, offering users a new way
to convey and enhance their messages beyond
the use of language and text.

During this time, mobile technology was
advancing rapidly, and there was a growing need
for visual elements to complement textual
communication in the limited space available on
mobile devices. NTT DOCOMO, a Japanese
mobile phone company introduced 176 emoji in
1999 for mobile phones and pagers. These emojis
enhanced the visual interface for NTT
DOCOMO’s devices and were a welcome
change from the nascent practice of text
messaging (MoMA). With the continuous
refinement of mobile technology, smartphones
became widely adopted. The establishment of
the Unicode Standard played pivotal roles in the
popularization of emojis.

Unicode standardization refers to the process of
developing and maintaining a universal character
encoding standard that enables consistent
representation of text across different computer
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systems, software applications, and digital
devices. The Unicode Standard provides a unique
code point for every character, symbol, and emoji
in the world’s writing systems. The Unicode
Standard ensures interoperability and
compatibility of emojis across different platforms
and devices (Evans 45). The Unicode
Consortium, a non-profit organization is
responsible for developing and maintaining the
Unicode Standard, periodically releases new
versions to accommodate additional characters,
address encoding issues, and improve
standardization. The Unicode Standard ensured
that emojis could be encoded and displayed
consistently across different devices, platforms,
and operating systems, thereby facilitating
seamless communication regardless of the device
or software being used. Emojis became integral
to smartphones and various messaging platforms
and social media applications and gained
widespread popularity as a modern-day lexicon.

Over time, emojis evolved to encompass a diverse
range of symbols, reflecting the changing times,
needs, preferences, and cultural influences of
users worldwide. From facial expressions and
gestures to animals, food, and landmarks, emojis
have come along way and have become a
dynamic form of visual communication,
transcended geographical, linguistic, and cultural
barriers to convey universal sentiments and
experiences (Baron 89). Emojis represent a
modern adaptation of ancient human forms of
expression, echoing the basic human need for
visual cues in communication. From cave
paintings to hieroglyphics, humans have long
relied on visual symbols to convey emotions and
concepts (Hermann 550). Apart from being self-
explanatory, emojis provide visual supplements
to textual communication, enhancing clarity and
emotional tone by conveying nuanced
expressions (Dresner& Herring 253).

Periodic updates introduce new emojis reflecting
emerging trends and cultural phenomena, ensuring
the relevance and diversity of the emoji lexicon
(Evans 71). Interpretation of emojis may vary
based on contextual cues and personal
experiences, underscoring the importance of
shared understandings in digital discourse (Dong
et al. 26514). People around the world use emojis
effectively and rigorously without any formal
training in the same, reflecting upon a major shift
in the norms of digital discourses. According to
Crystal, they facilitate multimodal communication
by combining visual and textual elements,
fostering richer forms of expression in digital
interactions (Crystal 126).

Emojis rely on the brain’s innate ability to process
visual information rapidly. In an era of information
overload, they offer a comprehensive method for
conveying complex emotions and ideas in a
fraction of the time required for textual
explanations (Cohn 4). Despite their simplicity,
emojis may harbour diverse interpretations
influenced by cultural contexts and personal
associations, highlighting the dynamic nature of
visual communication (Baron 101).

Sociocultural Implications of Emoji:

Emojis have started playing a significant role in
sociocultural dynamics, influencing how people
communicate, express emotions, and interact in
digital spaces in the era of technological
advancement coupled with societal adaptation to
new forms of communication. Their impact
continues to evolve as technology advances and
societal norms adapt to new forms of expression
and communication. Emojis are particularly
popular among younger generations and digital
natives who have grown up with smartphones
and social media. They have become an integral
part of youth culture, shaping the way young
people interact and express themselves online.
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Emojis are widely used in brand communication
and marketing strategies to engage with
audiences on social media platforms. Several
companies are using emojis to convey brand
personality, evoke emotional responses, and
connect with consumers in a more informal and
relatable manner. The Taco Bell company formed
a lobby and demanded that Unicode Consortium
make their taco emoji available for Android and
iOS. A change.org campaign followed with thirty-
three thousand online signatures and the creation
of the taco emoji (Amruthavarshini).

Using emojis can enhance emotional intelligence
and empathy in digital interactions by encouraging
users to consider the emotional impact of their
messages. Mona Liu conducted research to infer
how emotion management with emojis is related
to psychological well-being and found that
expressing emotions with emojis is associated
with subjective well-being. As per this research,
managing emotions with emojis is weakly
associated with depressive symptoms (Liu M).
Studies have indicated that frequent and diverse
use of emojis point to increased intimacy in a
relationship (Shi et al. 263). Research indicated
that people in authority and the older people use
fewer emojis than others (Liu and Sun). Wolf
says that the pattern and selection of emojis
change when individuals chat with those from a
different gender (Wolf 829). Emoji selection
reflects and reinforces aspects of personal and
collective identity. Emojis function as cultural
artifacts reflecting societal norms, values, and
practices, fostering cross-cultural communication
and a sense of belonging in digital spaces
(Pavalanathan& Eisenstein 2140). They
encapsulate shared experiences, identities, and
cultural symbols, facilitating cultural exchange and
promoting inclusivity (Miller & Sinanan 143).

Cultural Symbolism:

Emojis have covered a vast landscape over the

years. From smileys to people, from nature to
food symbols, from objects to places. They are
evolving like the civilizations that have created
and are utilizing them in everyday
communication. Just as language they have
become the spokesmen of their cultures and
times. Emojis incorporate culturally specific
gestures, expressions, and symbols, reflecting
societal values and cultural practices (Miller &
Sinanan 157). In response to the present unrest
in the Middle East, people are protesting on
streets using the watermelon emoji symbolically
as a show of solidarity with Palestine. This is
due to the fact that the watermelon emoji’s color
match the Palestinian flag (Silva). A Miami
University study has found distinct cross-cultural
differences in the use of the increasingly popular
emoji images used by people (Johnson).

Emojis serve as vehicles for social commentary,
activism, and solidarity, reflecting broader social
movements and advocating for social change
(Dresner& Herring 258). Ever since the incidents
of racial injustice and police brutality, the Black
Lives Matter movement gained significant
traction on social media platforms, Emojis such
as the raised fist and the black heart have been
used widely to express solidarity with the
movement, raise awareness about systemic
racism, and advocate for social change. Similarly,
the MeToo movement, aimed at raising
awareness about sexual harassment and assault,
has utilized emojis to provide support to survivors
and encourage discussions about consent and
gender equality. Emojis such as the raised hand,
and the broken heart have been used to convey
empathy and solidarity with survivors, while also
highlighting the prevalence of sexual violence.

Linguistic Communion:

Emojis provide a visual element that complements
written text, enabling users to convey emotion,
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tone, and intention that are at times difficult to
express through words alone. Emojis contribute
to language evolution, fostering new forms of
expression and linguistic innovations (Baron 87).
Since Emojis transcend linguistic barriers and
facilitate cross-cultural communication by
providing universally understood symbols and
expressions, they can be easily interpreted by
users from different cultural backgrounds. The
immense popularity of emojis amongst the youth
is rapidly influencing communication patterns,
styles, language norms, conventions, and
discourses on digital communication platforms.
In the global village that the world has now come
to represent, emoji’s and their universality create
bridges and foster harmonious relationships.
Because of their acceptance and recognition by
the youth worldwide, they are making forays in
the everyday communication at a rapid speed,
giving a distinct flavour, char and novelty to human
interaction. Not only this, emoji’s have also come
to break vertical communication patterns and are
setting up novel socio-cultural standards.    

Addressing Gender and Identity questions:

Emojis reflect evolving attitudes toward gender
and identity, promoting inclusivity and
representation in digital communication (Miller
& Sinanan 171). Emojis are in a revolutionary
stage, unfolding and introducing a broader range
of gender representations going beyond the
traditional male and female categories. Non-
binary, gender-neutral individuals and gender-
inclusive symbols are the new age additions
reflecting a growing awareness of and
acknowledgment of diverse gender identities.
These emojis challenge binary conceptions of
gender, break stereotypes, and strive to
communicate the promotion of inclusivity in the
world. Emojis depicting a wide range of gender
expressions, occupations, and activities allow
users to find representations of their identities

and experiences, validating their existence.

An interesting study may be furthered on how
emoji’s may psychologically influence and impact
the readers and change their understanding of
the meaning. For example, if a person writes
about something like a broken relationship with
the “dancing girl” emoji, preceding it, the meaning
that is conveyed is of the person being happy at
the end or termination of relationship. So, though
semantically, the news of a broken relationship
is supposed to cause sorrow, in this case it is
eventually contributing a new meaning.  In this
way, it will be interesting to see how emoji’s and
the written word when put together work to
change the communicaton process. 

Conclusion:

In conclusion, it can be said that emojis represent
a dynamic and evolving mode of communication
that transcends linguistic, cultural, and
technological boundaries. As integral components
of the rapidly advancing digital discourses, emojis
play a pivotal role in shaping language practices,
cultural norms, and interpersonal dynamics in the
modern world. An exploration of the linguistic,
sociocultural, technological, and societal
dimensions of emojis, the paper shows the
transformative impact of emojis on everyday
communication processes. A need for further
interdisciplinary research into Emojis is felt, as
overuse or overload of Emojis may also lead to
loss of meaning and understanding. Also, the
effort to communicate effectively may not always
be the reason for their growing popularity. The
rising popularity of Emojis may signify voids in
communication, lack of vibrancy, the need to add
‘colour’, or fill in the linguistic gaps. It may also
mean boredom or laziness in using the written
word. Researchers have indicated that the
process of over simplification of complex
emotions or concepts into standardized symbols
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by Emojis are leading to a loss of nuance or depth
in communication (Hermann, 2016). Further
studies on Emojis may throw light on such
concerns.  
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