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ABSTRACT

Background and Purpose: WhatsApp is widely used for academic and social communication among EFL
university students, where emojis frequently accompany written text. While previous research has often
classified emojis according to broad pragmatic functions, less attention has been given to how users
themselves explain and construct emoji meanings in situated communication. This study therefore examines
how Saudi female EFL university students discursively construct emoji use in WhatsApp communication.

Methodology: The study adopts a qualitative interview-based discourse analysis approach. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews with fourteen Saudi female undergraduate EFL students
enrolled in a Discourse Analysis course in 2023. The analysis focuses on participants’ accounts of emoji
use in relation to relationship closeness, formality, group and private chat settings, cultural and religious
identity, social expectations, gendered norms, and the risk of misinterpretation.

Findings: The findings show that emojis are constructed not as decorative additions to text, but as socially
regulated and culturally embedded semiotic resources. Participants described emojis as useful for
expressing warmth, softening messages, maintaining politeness, signalling closeness, and indexing cultural
belonging. However, emoji use was also viewed as risky in formal, hierarchical, group, cross-cultural, and
mixed-gender contexts.

Contributions: The study contributes to digital discourse research by showing how emoji meanings are
negotiated through local cultural norms, academic expectations, and interpersonal relationships in Saudi
EFL WhatsApp communication.

Keywords: Emojis, discourse analysis, WhatsApp communication, Saudi EFL students, multimodal
communication, cultural norms.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

The increasing popularity of emojis in mobile communication has attracted growing research
attention in digital discourse, computer-mediated communication, multimodal communication,
and applied linguistics (e.g. Bai et al., 2019; Herring, 2019; Logi & Zappavigna, 2023). Emojis
are no longer viewed merely as decorative visual signs. Rather, they are increasingly understood
as semiotic resources that contribute to meaning-making by shaping tone, expressing affect,
signalling stance, and helping users manage interpersonal relationships in digital environments
(Danesi, 2017; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001; Logi & Zappavigna, 2023).

In platforms such as WhatsApp, emojis frequently appear alongside written language and
contribute to how messages are interpreted. They may soften a request, express gratitude, indicate
humour, reduce ambiguity, signal respect, or communicate shared cultural knowledge (Rashid,
2026; Al Rashdi, 2018; Dresner & Herring, 2010; Sampietro, 2019). However, emoji meanings are
not fixed or universal. The same emoji may carry different meanings depending on the relationship
between users, the level of formality, the communicative setting, the cultural background of
participants, and the social expectations surrounding the interaction (Al-Jahdali, 2023; Annamalai
& Salam, 2017; Telaumbanua et al., 2024).

In academic settings, WhatsApp is frequently used by students to communicate about
courses, assignments, deadlines, announcements, and peer support (Suliman, 2024). Although
WhatsApp may serve academic purposes, it also retains the informality of everyday mobile
communication. This creates a hybrid communicative space in which students must balance
friendliness and professionalism, emotional expression and restraint, informality and respect (Abu-
Rumman et al., 2024; Halverson et al., 2023). For Saudi EFL students, this balance is especially
important because digital communication may involve English-medium academic interaction
while remaining shaped by Saudi cultural values, Islamic expressions, gendered expectations, and
norms of politeness and modesty (Al-Jahdali, 2023; Suliman, 2024).

Previous research has examined emojis by identifying their pragmatic or communicative
functions, such as emotional, social, clarification, gestural, cultural, humorous, or interactional
functions (Al Rashdi, 2018; Bai et al., 2019; Suliman, 2024). While such categories can be useful,
they may also become problematic if they are too broad or overlapping. For example, the label
“interactional function” may include several analytically different practices, including humour,
embarrassment, politeness, rapport management, face-saving, and conversational engagement.
Such broad categorization can reduce analytical precision and may not fully explain how emoji
meanings are socially constructed by users themselves (Gee, 2014; Herring, 2019; Logi &
Zappavigna, 2023). Accordingly, the study addresses the following research question:

How do Saudi female EFL students discursively construct the meanings, uses, and
social boundaries of emojis in WhatsApp communication?

By focusing on students’ interview accounts, the study provides insight into how emoji use is
shaped by relationship closeness, formality, chat setting, cultural and religious identity, gender
norms, social expectations, and the risk of misinterpretation. This approach contributes to digital
discourse research by showing how emojis operate as culturally embedded and socially regulated
resources in Saudi EFL communication.
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2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Emojis as Multimodal Resources in Digital Discourse

Digital communication has become increasingly multimodal, with users drawing on written
language, images, punctuation, emojis, GIFs, stickers, voice notes, and other semiotic resources to
construct meaning. Within this broader shift, emojis have become one of the most visible resources
through which users express affect, manage tone, signal stance, and negotiate interpersonal
relationships. Rather than functioning as simple substitutes for facial expressions or gestures,
emojis operate as meaning-making resources whose interpretation depends on context, co-text,
platform affordances, and shared cultural knowledge.

A social semiotic view of emojis is particularly useful because it avoids treating emojis as
fixed signs with stable meanings. Logi and Zappavigna (2023) argue that emojis make meaning
both individually and in interaction with language, showing that emoji-language combinations can
contribute to ideational, interpersonal, and textual meanings. This is important for the present study
because Saudi EFL students’ accounts show that emojis are interpreted not only through their
visual form but also through the relationship between interlocutors, the formality of the situation,
and the cultural meanings attached to particular symbols.

Recent research also confirms that emojis continue to play an important role in digital
communication across educational, social, and professional contexts. Ali-Chand and Naidu (2024),
for example, examined emoji use among university students and found that emojis contribute to
paralanguage by adding emotional nuance, tone, and interpersonal meaning to written discourse.
Similarly, Telaumbanua et al. (2024) found that emojis can enhance emotional expression and
message clarity, but that their interpretation varies across cultural and contextual settings. These
findings support the present study’s decision to approach emoji use as socially and culturally
situated discourse rather than as a universal set of pragmatic functions.

However, the existing literature also shows continuing tension. On one hand, emojis are
often described as useful tools for enhancing clarity, emotional expression, and relational warmth.
On the other hand, their meanings are unstable and may lead to misunderstanding when users do
not share the same cultural assumptions or relationship expectations. This tension is central to the
present study, where participants describe emojis as helpful in close and informal relationships but
potentially risky in formal, hierarchical, mixed-gender, or cross-cultural contexts.

2.2 Emojis, Politeness, and Professional Boundaries

One of the most important issues in emoji research concerns the relationship between emojis and
appropriateness. Emojis may soften messages, reduce directness, and support rapport, but they
may also be judged as informal, childish, or unprofessional in certain settings. This issue is
especially relevant in academic communication, where students must manage power relations and
institutional expectations when communicating with lecturers or supervisors.

Recent studies in professional communication suggest that concerns about emoji use are
not limited to education. Halverson et al. (2023) examined emoji and emoticon use in clinical
texting systems and found that these symbols served communicative and interactional purposes in
professional healthcare contexts. Although their study was not situated in education, it
demonstrates that emoji use is increasingly entering professional domains where issues of
appropriateness, clarity, and relational management are important. The present study extends this
discussion to academic WhatsApp communication by examining how Saudi EFL students
themselves evaluate when emojis are acceptable or risky.
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Research on student—faculty communication also highlights the importance of tone,
politeness, and power relations. Abu-Rumman et al. (2024) examined undergraduate and
postgraduate students’ emails to faculty members from an impoliteness perspective, showing that
academic digital communication is shaped by expectations of respect and appropriateness.
Although their focus was email rather than emojis, their findings are relevant because the present
study similarly shows that students are highly aware of how digital choices may be interpreted by
authority figures.

From a discourse-analysis perspective, politeness is not simply a fixed linguistic feature. It
is constructed through participants’ interpretations of what counts as respectful, excessive, casual,
formal, or inappropriate in a given context. In this study, students do not describe emoji use as
either acceptable or unacceptable in absolute terms. Instead, they construct appropriateness
relationally: emojis are acceptable with close friends, limited with acquaintances, and often
avoided with instructors or authority figures. This supports a discourse-analytic approach because
the meaning of an emoji depends on the social situation in which participants place it.

2.3 Emoji Use in EFL and Saudi Contexts

In EFL contexts, emojis may help learners manage the affective and interpersonal dimensions of
communication in English. They can make written messages feel warmer, soften direct requests,
and support relational meanings that might be difficult to express in a second language. Suliman’s
(2024) study of Saudi female EFL learners is especially relevant because it focuses on emoji use
in EFL communication and reports that students used emojis for a range of language-like and
communicative purposes. However, while Suliman’s (2024) study identifies broad functions, the
present study shifts the analytical focus from categorizing emoji functions to examining how
students themselves construct the meanings and social boundaries of emoji use.

This distinction is important. Functional categorization can identify what emojis appear to
do, but it may not explain why a participant considers a heart emoji appropriate with a close friend
but risky with an acquaintance, or why a folded-hands emoji may be considered respectful in a
formal exchange. In Saudi EFL contexts, emoji meanings are shaped by the intersection of English-
language communication, Islamic expressions, Saudi social norms, gendered expectations, and
academic hierarchies. Therefore, emoji use cannot be adequately understood through broad
universal categories alone.

Al-Jahdali’s (2023) study of emojis in Saudi mother—daughter WhatsApp groups also
highlights the importance of social role and relationship in emoji use. Although the context differs
from the present study, it shows that emoji meanings in Saudi WhatsApp communication are
closely connected to relationship, age, gender, and family role. The present study extends this focus
to Saudi female EFL students in academic and semi-academic communication, where students
must negotiate not only family or peer relationships but also institutional expectations of
professionalism.

2.4 Cultural and Religious Meanings of Emojis

Emoji meanings are also shaped by cultural and religious contexts. In Saudi communication,
emojis such as i, @&, , ¢, and SA may carry meanings related to Islam, national identity,
prayer, Ramadan, Eid, blessing, and belonging. These meanings are not inherent in the symbols
alone; they are produced through shared cultural interpretation. A mosque emoji, for instance, may
be read not simply as a building but as a marker of religious occasion, prayer, or Islamic identity.
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Similarly, the Saudi flag may signal national pride, shared belonging, or participation in national
celebration.

Recent studies continue to emphasize cultural variation in emoji interpretation.
Telaumbanua et al. (2024) found that emojis can enrich communication but that users must be
attentive to cultural and contextual differences to avoid misinterpretation. This supports the present
study’s finding that Saudi EFL students are aware that emojis do not always mean the same thing

across cultures. Participants explicitly discussed how some emojis, such as , may be used
differently in American digital culture than in their own local context.

This cultural dimension is one reason why discourse analysis is particularly suitable for the
present study. A discourse-analysis approach allows the researcher to examine how participants
talk about cultural appropriateness, religious meaning, modesty, belonging, and cross-cultural risk.
Rather than assuming that emojis have fixed meanings, the analysis examines how participants
explain the meanings they attach to emojis and how they justify their use or avoidance.

2.5 Critique of Broad Pragmatic Categorization

A key limitation in some earlier emoji studies is the reliance on broad functional categories.
Categories such as emotional, social, contextual, gestural, humorous, and interactional may offer
a useful starting point, but they can become analytically weak if they overlap or obscure important
distinctions. The category “interactional function,” in particular, is problematic because almost all
emoji use is interactional in some sense. It may include humour, rapport building, embarrassment,
mitigation, politeness, turn management, alignment, and self-presentation. Treating these as one
category risks flattening the complexity of emoji-mediated discourse.

The present study therefore avoids using “interactional function” as a general analytical
category. Instead, it examines more precise discourse patterns: relationship closeness, formality
and hierarchy, group visibility, private communication, cultural and religious identity, social and
gender norms, and cross-cultural awareness. This provides greater conceptual clarity and responds
directly to the viva comment that the manuscript should be more methodologically rigorous and
analytically coherent.

In short, the literature suggests that emojis are meaningful, multimodal, culturally situated
resources, but it also shows that there is a need for more research on how users themselves explain
and construct emoji meanings. The present study addresses this gap by focusing on interview data
and by analyzing Saudi female EFL students’ own accounts of emoji use in WhatsApp
communication.

2.6 Theoretical Framework

This study is guided by discourse analysis and multimodal social semiotics. Discourse analysis
views language as social action and examines how people use language to construct meanings,
identities, relationships, and social norms. In this study, the interview data are not treated simply
as reports of emoji behaviour. Rather, they are analyzed as discourse through which participants
construct emoji use as socially meaningful.

Multimodal social semiotics provides a complementary perspective by viewing emojis as
visual semiotic resources that interact with written language and social context. Emojis are not
analyzed as isolated icons with fixed meanings. Instead, they are understood as resources whose
meanings emerge through use, interpretation, and shared cultural knowledge.

The heoretical orientation focuses on three interconnected dimensions:
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1. Relational positioning: how participants connect emoji use to closeness, distance,
politeness, hierarchy, and interpersonal boundaries.

2. Contextual regulation: how participants describe differences between formal and
informal communication, group and private chats, and academic and social interaction.

3. Cultural and identity work: how participants link emoji use to Saudi culture, Islamic
values, national belonging, gender norms, and cross-cultural awareness.

This framework enables a rigorous and coherent analysis of the interview data. It also avoids the
problem of overgeneralized pragmatic categories by focusing on how emoji meanings are
constructed within participants’ own accounts.

3.0 METHOD

3.1 Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative research design using interview-based discourse analysis. This
approach is appropriate because the aim is to understand how Saudi female EFL students construct
the meanings and social boundaries of emoji use in WhatsApp communication. Rather than
analyzing a corpus of emoji tokens or producing frequency-based generalizations, the study
focuses on participants’ interpretations, explanations, and evaluations.

Discourse analysis is particularly suitable for this study because emoji meanings are
context-dependent, socially embedded, and culturally shaped. By analyzing how participants talk
about emoji use, the study captures the social rules, cultural values, and interpersonal concerns
that guide their digital communication practices.

3.2 Participants and Sampling

This study draws on semi-structured interviews with 14 Saudi female undergraduate EFL students.
The participants were selected from a Discourse Analysis course taught by the first author in 2023.
The course included 32 students, all of whom were invited to participate in the interviews. Fourteen
students accepted the invitation. The remaining students declined for reasons such as being busy
with final examinations or feeling shy about being interviewed, which is understandable within
the local Saudi cultural context, where some female students may feel reserved about participating
in recorded or semi-structured interviews.

All participants were Saudi females and native speakers of Arabic. They had studied
English as a foreign language for approximately twelve years before entering university and were
enrolled in an undergraduate English-related program at the time of data collection. This shared
linguistic and educational background provided a broadly comparable level of English-learning
experience across participants. All participants were also active WhatsApp users and were familiar
with using the platform for both academic and social communication with classmates, instructors,
friends, and family members.

The decision to focus on Saudi female EFL students was methodologically and culturally
appropriate. Saudi higher education is commonly gender-segregated, and the researcher had direct
access to female students within this educational setting. More importantly, focusing on female
participants allowed the study to examine emoji use within a specific sociocultural framework in
which gender, politeness, modesty, social expectations, and academic hierarchy may shape digital
communication practices. The study therefore does not claim to represent all Saudi EFL learners
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or male students. Rather, it offers an in-depth qualitative account of how this group of Saudi female
EFL students discursively constructs emoji use in WhatsApp communication.

Although the broader research project originally involved WhatsApp data collected from
English language courses between 2018 and 2023, the present article focuses specifically on the
interview data. This narrowing of focus responds to the need for a more coherent discourse-
analysis design. The interviewed students were drawn from the same general community of
undergraduate Saudi female EFL students as those whose WhatsApp communication informed the
wider project. Therefore, they shared similar educational, linguistic, cultural, and digital
communication backgrounds. Their accounts provide rich interpretive insight into how cultural
norms, interpersonal relationships, formality, and situational contexts shape emoji meanings and
practices in Saudi EFL WhatsApp communication.

3.3 Data Analysis

The interview data were analyzed using qualitative discourse analysis. This analytical approach
was selected because the revised study focuses on how participants construct emoji meanings,
rather than on classifying emoji forms or counting pragmatic functions. The analysis therefore
examines participants’ explanations, evaluations, and examples as discourse through which they
make sense of emoji use in WhatsApp communication.

The analysis proceeded in several stages. First, the interview transcripts were read
repeatedly to gain familiarity with the data and to identify recurring ways in which participants
talked about emojis. Particular attention was paid to evaluative expressions such as “formal,”
“professional,” “respectful,” “childish,” “personal,” “neutral,” “cute,” “misunderstood,”
“appropriate,” and “risky.” These terms were important because they showed how participants
judged emoji use in relation to social context.

Second, extracts were coded according to the social and discourse meanings constructed
by participants. The coding focused on how students linked emoji use to relationship closeness,
formality, group visibility, private communication, cultural background, religious identity, social
norms, gender expectations, and cross-cultural interpretation. This stage avoided assigning emojis
to broad pragmatic-function categories such as “interactional function,” because such categories
risked becoming too general and analytically overlapping.

Third, related codes were grouped into broader discourse themes. Two major themes were
identified: contextual influences on emoji practices and cultural and social influences. The
first theme included relationship-based emoji use, the effect of formality, and group versus private
chat use. The second theme included cultural background impact, culturally specific emojis, and
social norms and expectations.

Fourth, representative quotations were selected to support each theme. These quotations
were not treated as isolated examples but as evidence of how participants constructed emoji use as
socially meaningful. The analysis focused on how participants positioned themselves as careful,
respectful, culturally aware, and context-sensitive WhatsApp users.

Finally, the findings were interpreted through discourse analysis and multimodal social
semiotics. This allowed the study to explain how emojis are constructed as visual resources whose
meanings are shaped by relationship, context, culture, gender, and institutional expectations.
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Table 1: Themes and codes for analyzing interview data

Themes Codes Analytical focus
Contextual Relationship-based emoji use How participants connect emoji use to
1 influences on closeness, familiarity, distance, and
emoji practices interpersonal boundaries
Effect of formality How participants construct emoji use as

appropriate or inappropriate in formal,
academic, or authority-based settings

Group vs. private chat use How participants explain emoji choices in
relation to audience visibility and privacy
2 Cultural background impact How participants link emoji use to Saudi

Cultural and

L cultural values, politeness, respect, modest
social influences > P , respect, Y,

and cross-cultural awareness
Culturally specific emojis How participants attach religious, national, and
local meanings to emojis
Social norms and expectations ~ How participants describe emoji use as shaped
by gender norms, social judgement, and
expectations of appropriateness

3.4 Trustworthiness of Interview Analysis

The trustworthiness of the interview analysis was ensured through strategies aligned with
credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability. The interview transcripts were read
repeatedly, and interpretations were checked against participants’ accounts to ensure that the
analysis remained grounded in the data. Representative quotations were used to support the
findings and preserve participants’ voices.

Dependability was enhanced through a systematic coding process. The codes were
reviewed and refined to ensure that they were conceptually clear and aligned with the research
question. Researcher reflexivity was also maintained throughout the analysis by paying attention
to possible assumptions about emoji meanings, formality, politeness, and cultural appropriateness.
Credibility was strengthened by focusing closely on participants’ own explanations rather than
imposing fixed meanings on emojis. Since emoji meanings are highly context-sensitive, the
analysis avoided treating emojis as universal signs and instead interpreted them within the Saudi
EFL context.

3.5 Ethical Considerations

This study followed ethical principles to protect participants and ensure the integrity of the
research. Before the interviews, participants were informed about the purpose of the study, their
voluntary participation, and their right to withdraw. Participants were assured that their identities
would remain confidential and that their responses would be used only for research purposes.
Participant names and identifying information were anonymized. Interview excerpts are reported
using participant codes such as P1, P2, and P3. During analysis and reporting, care was taken to
avoid misrepresentation or stereotyping, particularly when discussing cultural, religious, and
gendered norms.

4.0 FINDINGS

The analysis revealed that Saudi female EFL students construct emoji use as a socially regulated
and context-sensitive practice. Emojis were not described as random or merely decorative. Instead,
participants explained that emoji use depends on relationship closeness, formality, chat setting,
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cultural background, religious meaning, social norms, gendered expectations, and the risk of
misinterpretation.

4.1 Contextual Influences on Emoji Practices

4.1.1 Relationship-Based Emoji Use

The interviews data indicates that students’ emoji use is strongly shaped by relationship closeness.
Participants consistently reported adjusting both the frequency and type of emojis they used
depending on how familiar or comfortable they felt with the recipient. With close friends and
family members, emojis were used more freely and creatively to express humour, personality,
affection, and shared experiences.

As one participant explained: “With close friends, I use playful or inside-joke emojis. With
acquaintances, I stick to neutral ones” (P3). This shows that emoji meanings are relationally
situated. The phrase “inside-joke emojis” indicates that some emoji meanings depend on shared
knowledge between the sender and receiver. In this sense, emojis are not simply visual signs; they
are part of a shared interpersonal history.

Another participant noted that personal emojis are preferred in private interactions because
they “reflect shared knowledge between me and the person” (P11). This further suggests that
emojis can function as private relational codes, meaningful to those who share the same
background, memory, or relationship. In contrast, when communicating with acquaintances,
strangers, or individuals in positions of authority, students became more cautious. Many
participants reported limiting their emoji use to simple, neutral symbols or avoiding emojis
altogether in order to maintain respect and professionalism. For example, one student stated: “The

closer I am to someone, the more emojis I use... with strangers, I only use basic emojis like &

or 4&” (P4). Another explained: “If it’s a formal relationship, I mightn’t use emojis” (P1).

These accounts show that emoji use is strategically managed in relation to interpersonal
boundaries. Students use expressive emojis to signal closeness and warmth in familiar
relationships, while they adopt restrained emoji practices in more distant or hierarchical
interactions to avoid misinterpretation. Overall, relationship closeness emerged as a key contextual
factor shaping emoji practices.

4.1.2 Effect of Formality

The interview data also show that formality is a central factor shaping emoji use in WhatsApp
communication. Participants consistently reported restricting or avoiding emojis as the level of
formality increased. In interactions involving lecturers, supervisors, or authority figures, students
described emojis as potentially unprofessional or inappropriate.

One participant compared emoji use in formal contexts to: “Putting a sticker on your CV”
(P1). This metaphor is significant because it constructs emojis as inappropriate in serious
institutional communication. A CV represents professionalism and formality, while a sticker
suggests decoration, playfulness, or informality. Through this comparison, the participant indicates
that emojis may undermine the seriousness of formal academic communication. Similarly, another
participant noted: “When I’m writing to someone in authority, I keep it professional” (P4).

This statement links emoji restraint to respect and hierarchy. Participants emphasized that
formal communication requires careful self-presentation and adherence to norms of respect and
professionalism. As a result, many either avoided emojis entirely or limited their use to simple,

polite symbols such as &' or 44.As one participant explained: “In formal conversations, I rarely
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use emojis... if I do, it’s something polite like & or 44 (P6). This distinction shows that
participants do not reject all emojis in formal contexts. Rather, they construct some emojis as more

acceptable than others. Emojis such as &' and 44 are viewed as polite and neutral, while playful,
emotional, or exaggerated emojis may be perceived as childish, overly casual, or disrespectful.

In contrast, informal interactions with peers or close friends were described as more
flexible, allowing expressive, humorous, or exaggerated emoji use without fear of negative
judgement. This contrast highlights students’ awareness of how emoji use aligns with expectations
of seriousness, politeness, and authority.

4.1.3 Group vs. Private Chat Use

The interview data reveals clear differences in emoji use between group chats and private one-to-
one conversations. Participants consistently described group chats as more public and socially
sensitive spaces, where messages are visible to multiple recipients with varying levels of
familiarity and shared knowledge. In this context, students reported limiting their emoji use and
relying on neutral, widely recognizable emojis to avoid misinterpretation or negative judgement.
As one participant noted: “The more people in the conversation, the less emojis I use” (P1).
Another explained: “In groups, I use universal emojis everyone will understand” (P3).

These statements show that audience size and visibility influence emoji practices. In group
chats, participants are aware that their messages may be interpreted by different people in different
ways. Therefore, they avoid emojis that may seem too personal, ambiguous, playful, or open to
judgement.

Concerns about social visibility led students to adopt a more controlled form of self-
presentation in group chats. Several participants expressed caution about standing out or being
misunderstood, stating that they used fewer emojis because “people might judge” their choices
(P10).

In contrast, private chats were perceived as safer and more personal environments that
allowed for greater expressive freedom. Participants described feeling more comfortable using
personalized, emotional, or inside-joke emojis in one-to-one interactions. As one student
explained: “In private chats, I can be more personal” (P3). Another noted that such emojis often
“have special meaning only between me and that person” (P12).

Overall, these findings show that emoji use is shaped by audience design. Group chats
encourage cautious and generalized emoji use, while private chats allow more expressive and
personalized communication.

4.2 Cultural and Social Influences

4.2.1 Cultural Background Impact

The interview data show that cultural background plays a central role in shaping how Saudi EFL
students select and interpret emojis in WhatsApp communication. Participants consistently
emphasized that Saudi cultural values, particularly respect, modesty, religiosity, and warmth, guide
their emoji choices and constrain what is considered appropriate in different contexts. As one
student explained: “In Saudi culture, we value politeness and respect, so I avoid emojis that might
look too casual in formal settings” (P4). Another noted that emoji selection is culturally informed
because: “Some symbols have different meanings in cultures” (P2). These accounts show that
participants understand emoji meanings as culturally situated. They are aware that emojis may not
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carry the same meaning across communities and that inappropriate choices may lead to
misunderstanding or offence.

Religious and culturally significant emojis were frequently mentioned as meaningful
resources for expressing identity and shared values. Emojis such as §&, ., “¢, @, and sa were
commonly used in contexts related to Ramadan, Eid, prayers, blessings, or national occasions. As
one participant stated: “I use these emojis to explain Saudi culture” (P1). At the same time, students
reported deliberately avoiding emojis that might conflict with cultural expectations of modesty or
propriety, particularly in formal, cross-gender, or hierarchical interactions. Overall, these findings
demonstrate that emoji use is closely intertwined with cultural identity and socially embedded
norms.

4.2.2 Culturally Specific Emojis

The interview data show that many emojis carry culturally specific meanings for Saudi EFL
students and are used purposefully to express religious identity, national pride, and shared cultural
practices. Participants consistently described emojis as cultural symbols that help them

communicate values and traditions embedded in Saudi and Islamic contexts. Emojis such as &,
, @, ", and sA were frequently mentioned in connection with Ramadan, Eid, prayers,

blessings, and national celebrations. As one participant explained: “ @ or k& are used in religious
contexts, especially during Ramadan or Eid” (P4). Another noted that the Saudi flag emoji: “Feels
like a way to show pride and belonging” (P10).

Beyond religious and national symbols, participants also described how some emojis
acquire locally reinterpreted meanings shaped by cultural knowledge. One participant observed
that certain emojis take on new meanings locally, explaining: “In my culture, we didn’t use
before the way Americans use it” (P11).

This comment demonstrates participants’ awareness of cross-cultural differences in emoji
interpretation. Rather than treating emojis as universal, participants adapt their meanings to local
expectations and communicative norms.

Overall, culturally specific emojis function as meaningful semiotic resources that allow
students to embed religious, national, and cultural meanings into everyday digital communication.

4.2.3 Social Norms and Expectations

The interview data indicate that social norms and expectations strongly shape how Saudi EFL
students use emojis in WhatsApp communication. Participants consistently described adjusting
their emoji practices to align with what is perceived as socially appropriate, respectful, and
acceptable within their community. As one student noted: “Social norms guide what’s considered
appropriate in different groups, cultures, or situations” (P1).

A recurring pattern was increased caution in formal or hierarchical interactions, particularly
when communicating with elders, teachers, or unfamiliar individuals. In these contexts, students
avoided expressive or playful emojis, which they felt could appear childish, unprofessional, or
disrespectful. One participant explained: “Too many emojis in formal conversations can seem
disrespectful” (P3). Another noted: “Using heart emojis with someone you’re not close to can be
misunderstood” (P4).

These examples show that emoji meanings can become risky when used outside accepted
relational boundaries. A heart emoji may express warmth in one relationship but may be interpreted
as inappropriate or overly intimate in another.
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Participants also pointed to gendered norms shaping emoji interpretation. Some noted that
highly expressive or “cute” emojis were more socially associated with women, while men were
expected to use simpler, more neutral symbols. Such conventions influenced emoji choices in
mixed-gender interactions, where students were particularly attentive to how their messages might
be interpreted.

Overall, these findings show that emojis are socially meaningful resources. Students use
them strategically to maintain politeness, avoid misinterpretation, and align their communication
with prevailing social and gender norms.

5.0 DISCUSSION

This study examined how Saudi female EFL students discursively construct emoji use in
WhatsApp communication. Rather than treating emojis as fixed visual signs with universal
communicative functions, the findings show that participants understand emojis as socially
regulated, culturally embedded, and relationally negotiated semiotic resources. The findings
therefore support recent multimodal and social semiotic perspectives which argue that emojis
derive meaning through interactional context, interpersonal relationships, and shared cultural
interpretation rather than through stable one-to-one meanings (Danesi, 2017; Logi & Zappavigna,
2023).

A major contribution of the present study is that it moves beyond the functional
classification approach that dominates much emoji research. Previous studies have frequently
categorized emojis according to broad pragmatic functions such as emotional expression, humour,
clarification, interactional support, or social bonding (Al Rashdi, 2018; Bai et al., 2019; Suliman,
2024). While such studies have been valuable in identifying recurring communicative patterns,
they often treat emoji meanings as relatively stable communicative categories. The present
findings complicate this assumption by showing that participants themselves do not interpret emoji
meanings as fixed. Instead, they evaluate emoji appropriateness relationally and contextually. For
example, the same emoji may be interpreted as friendly and supportive in one interaction but
excessive, childish, intimate, or inappropriate in another depending on relationship closeness,
hierarchy, gender expectations, and audience visibility.

In this respect, the study departs particularly from Suliman’s (2024) analysis of Saudi
female EFL learners. Suliman categorized emojis according to “language-like functions,”
emphasizing what emojis do pragmatically in communication. The present study, however, shifts
attention from functional labeling to participants’ own discourse about emoji use. This distinction
is theoretically important because the findings show that participants themselves orient to emojis
not simply as communicative tools, but as socially risky resources requiring careful management.
The analysis therefore demonstrates that emoji meaning cannot be fully understood through broad
functional categories alone; it must also be examined through users’ evaluations of
appropriateness, professionalism, modesty, and cultural legitimacy.

The findings also reinforce and extend social semiotic approaches to digital discourse. Logi
and Zappavigna (2023) argue that emojis interact with written language to construct interpersonal
and textual meaning. The present study supports this claim, but further demonstrates that these
meanings are deeply shaped by local cultural norms and institutional expectations. Participants
consistently linked emoji use to Saudi norms of politeness, respect, modesty, and relational
boundaries. Emojis were therefore not treated as universally interpretable visual signs, but as
culturally situated resources whose meanings emerge through socially shared expectations. This
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extends multimodal scholarship by demonstrating how emoji interpretation is locally negotiated
within Saudi EFL communication practices.

The study also contributes to research on politeness and professionalism in digital
communication. Previous work by Abu-Rumman et al. (2024) showed that students are highly
sensitive to politeness expectations in emails to faculty members. Although their study focused on
impoliteness in email communication rather than emojis, the present findings reveal a similar
concern with relational management and institutional hierarchy in WhatsApp interaction.
Participants frequently avoided expressive emojis when communicating with lecturers or authority
figures because emojis were perceived as potentially undermining seriousness and
professionalism. However, the findings also refine previous assumptions by showing that
participants distinguished between “safe” and “unsafe” emojis. Neutral emojis such as &' or 44
were sometimes considered acceptable because they softened tone while still maintaining
politeness. This demonstrates that students do not simply reject emojis in formal communication;
rather, they negotiate varying degrees of appropriateness within institutional contexts.

Similarly, the findings extend research by Halverson et al. (2023), who found that emojis
and emoticons increasingly appear in professional healthcare communication. While Halverson et
al. (2023) demonstrated that emojis can perform relational and communicative functions in
professional contexts, the present study reveals the tension students experience between warmth
and professionalism in academic WhatsApp communication. Participants viewed emojis as useful
for softening requests and maintaining friendliness, yet simultaneously risky because they might
appear overly casual or immature. This highlights how professional appropriateness is not fixed
but socially negotiated within particular institutional and cultural settings.

The findings concerning group versus private chats further contribute to discourse studies
of audience design and self-presentation in digital communication. Participants consistently
described group chats as socially exposed spaces requiring careful emoji selection. In these
contexts, students preferred neutral and widely interpretable emojis to avoid judgement or
misunderstanding. Private chats, by contrast, allowed more playful, emotionally expressive, and
personalized emoji practices. These findings align with Sampietro’s (2019) argument that emojis
contribute to rapport management in WhatsApp interaction, but the present study extends this work
by demonstrating how visibility and audience size regulate emoji behaviour. The findings therefore
show that emoji use is shaped not only by interpersonal closeness but also by participants’
awareness of surveillance, social evaluation, and audience diversity within digitally networked
spaces.

Another important contribution concerns cultural and religious meanings. Previous
research has acknowledged cultural variation in emoji interpretation (Annamalai & Salam, 2017;
Telaumbanua et al., 2024), but the present study provides detailed insight into how Saudi female

EFL students themselves explain these meanings. Participants described emojis such as i, &,

, "¢, and sA as markers of Islamic identity, national belonging, and participation in shared
religious occasions. These findings support Al-Jahdali’s (2023) argument that emoji use in Saudi
WhatsApp communication is strongly shaped by relationship roles and cultural expectations.
However, whereas Al-Jahdali focused primarily on mother—daughter WhatsApp groups, the
present study extends this discussion into academic and peer communication among Saudi EFL
students, where cultural identity intersects with English-medium communication, institutional
hierarchy, and gendered norms.

Importantly, participants also demonstrated strong awareness of cross-cultural instability

in emoji interpretation. Some participants explicitly noted that emojis such as may carry
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different meanings in Saudi and American digital cultures. This finding supports Herring’s (2019)
argument that digital discourse practices evolve through dynamic social interaction rather than
through universally shared conventions. The present study therefore highlights the importance of
cultural literacy in digital communication, particularly in EFL contexts where students navigate
both local and global communicative norms simultaneously.

The findings additionally contribute to scholarship on gender and digital discourse.
Participants frequently described emoji use as socially monitored, particularly in mixed-gender
interactions. Certain emojis, especially hearts or highly expressive symbols, were considered
potentially inappropriate outside close relationships because they might be interpreted as signalling
excessive intimacy. These findings demonstrate how emoji practices are shaped by broader
gendered expectations surrounding modesty, self-presentation, and relational boundaries in Saudi
society. In this sense, emojis function not only as emotional markers but also as resources through
which users negotiate culturally acceptable femininity and interpersonal conduct.

Methodologically, the study contributes by demonstrating the value of interview-based
discourse analysis for emoji research. Much previous research has relied on corpus analysis,
frequency counts, or broad functional coding systems. While these approaches identify patterns of
emoji use, they may not fully capture how users themselves interpret emoji meanings and social
consequences. By analysing participants’ own accounts, the present study reveals the interpretive
reasoning underlying emoji choices, including concerns about professionalism, hierarchy,
politeness, religious identity, and social judgement. This provides a more socially grounded
understanding of emoji-mediated communication.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that emoji use among Saudi female EFL students is best
understood not as a universal communicative system, but as a culturally situated discourse practice
shaped by interpersonal relationships, institutional expectations, audience awareness, and local
norms of appropriateness. Emojis function simultaneously as affective resources, politeness
strategies, identity markers, and socially regulated signs whose meanings remain contingent on
context and interpretation.

6.0 CONCLUSION

The present study provided an interview-based discourse analysis of emoji use among Saudi
female EFL university students. The findings show that Saudi female EFL students construct emoji
use as context-sensitive, culturally embedded, and socially regulated. Emojis were described as
useful for expressing warmth, softening messages, maintaining relationships, showing respect, and
signalling cultural or religious identity. At the same time, participants explained that emoji use
must be carefully managed in formal, hierarchical, group, cross-cultural, and mixed-gender
contexts because emojis may be interpreted as unprofessional, overly casual, disrespectful, or
ambiguous.

The study contributes to digital discourse research by moving beyond broad pragmatic
categorization and examining how users themselves explain emoji meanings. It also contributes to
EFL communication research by showing that digital academic communication is shaped not only
by language proficiency but also by cultural norms, social expectations, and multimodal resources.
Like all qualitative studies, this research has limitations. First, the findings are context-specific, as
the data come from fourteen Saudi female EFL university students. Therefore, the findings cannot
be generalized to all Saudi students, male students, or EFL learners in other educational settings.
Future studies could include male students or compare male and female students’ accounts of emoji
use.
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Second, the study relies on interview data. Interviews provide valuable insights into
participants’ interpretations, but they do not show actual interactional sequences in real time.
Future research could combine interview-based discourse analysis with close qualitative analysis
of selected WhatsApp exchanges, provided that ethical approval and participant consent are
secured.

Third, the study focuses on WhatsApp communication. Emoji practices may differ across
other platforms such as X, Instagram, Snapchat, Telegram, or learning management systems.
Future research could compare emoji use across platforms to examine how platform affordances
shape digital discourse.

Finally, future studies could examine instructors’ interpretations of students’ emoji use in
academic communication. This would provide a fuller understanding of how emoji meanings are
negotiated between students and teachers in educational contexts.
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