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The CyberDoctor

Insights from The Psychology of Emoji Processing
(Palgrave Macmillan)

Q. Is emoji a universal language?

No. There is little evidence to suggest that we universally process these, and their
interpretation very much appears to be context-dependent. Additionally, there are
diversities in the labels we attach to emoji, suggesting that there is little universality in

their use and/or interpretation.

Q. Do emoji function like facial expressions?

No. There is not clear or compelling evidence that we detect emotion from emaoji
equivalently to that of face counterparts. Even in cases when similar activation has
been found on a neurological level, the degree and efficiency of this activation appears
different for emoji compared to faces. Additionally, there lacks universality on the
anatomical presentation of emoji and these do not seem particularly consistent with

face counterparts.

Q. Do emoiji help us understand people/support relationships?
Yes. Whilst this will vary based on the type of relationship or context they are used in,

emoji generally seem to be helpful as interpersonal cues signalling things such as



warmth and openness, which can support impression management and positive

relationship development.

Q. Do emoji represent mood states?
Not universally. Receivers’ personality is one characteristic which affects how much

correspondence there is between certain emoji and corresponding mood state labels.

Q. Do emoji represent emotion concepts?

No, not at an implicit level. However, our self-reports of emoji suggest that we often
associate them towards emotion-relevant labels, although these are not always
universally applied. It is important to note that the majority of research on implicit
processing, has studied this in respect of varying emoji valence using happy, sad and
neutral emoji. As such, it would be useful for additional work to test these assertions

on a range of other emoji which represent other discrete emotions.

Q. Do emoji support semantic processing?

Yes, particularly when emoji are in sentence-final positions. Interestingly, valence of
emoji (and whether or not this is congruent to word/sentence valence) does not always
seem to help or hinder processing or reading of words, but semantic congruency to

accompanying text is important.

Q. Can emoji replace words?
Probably not. Replacing words with semantically-relevant emoji does not really seem
to facilitate semantic processing.



