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Abstract:
The usage of emojis has become a ubiquitous and effective 
method of online communication. This paper focuses on 
emojis used in request messages on WeChat based on the 
face theory and request strategy, aiming to explore the 
features of emoji usage in terms of representational patterns 
and pragmatic functions. By analyzing the data collected 
through the Discourse Completion Task, it is found that 
emojis are most likely to occur singly and in the supportive 
move of requests. Emojis are usually used to represent 
emotions, attitudes, and virtual actions, indicating that 
they are always complementary to the text. Additionally, 
the weightiness of face-threatening acts has no significant 
influence on the pragmatic usage of emojis. This paper can 
enrich the pragmatic studies on emojis in terms of one-to-
one online interaction. Moreover, it can help gain a deeper 
understanding of emojis used in request messages.

Keywords: emoji, face theory, request strategy, prag-
matic function

1. Introduction

1.1 Background
Communication through social media has grown in-
creasingly prevalent, with emojis as a pivotal element 
[1]. Emojis are graphic symbols with predefined 
names and codes (Unicode), representing not only 
facial expressions, abstract concepts, and emotions/
feelings, but also animals, plants, activities, gestures/
body parts, and objects [2]. They fill the need for 
non-verbal cues in online communication to express 
the intentions and emotions behind information [3].
According to the Social Media Universe of Visual 

Capitalist, WeChat, a social media app, reached 1.0 
billion monthly active users in 2018 [4]. It is believed 
that WeChat is immersed in people’s lives in China 
and has also gained worldwide attention and usage.
In this work, we aim to explore the usage of emojis 
in request messages on WeChat from the perspective 
of pragmatics.

1.2 Literature Review

1.2.1 Pragmatic Studies on Emoji

The linguistic studies on emojis mainly focus on 
pragmatic functions [5]. Specifically, emojis are re-
garded as markers of illocutionary force [6], a kind 
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of politeness strategy [7], boosters of group rapport [8], 
and a useful way of tone modification [9].
Based on previous studies, Yus proposed a pragmatic 
function taxonomy, which mainly recognizes the emoji 
as an indicator of emotion or attitude and subdivides its 
indicative functions into several types [10]. More recently, 
Dainas and Herring developed a taxonomy based on data 
collected from public Facebook groups, which covers 
a wider range beyond attitude and emotion [11]. Both 
taxonomies have gained recognition in academic circles, 
inspiring quantitative research on emojis’ pragmatic func-
tions. Nevertheless, the applicability of these taxonomies 
across all genres of texts containing emojis is awaiting 
further validation.
For quantitative research, Cramer and his colleagues gath-
ered the most recent messages containing emojis from 
228 participants and solicited their interpretations of each 
emoji’s intended meaning and function [12]. Li and Yang 
built a corpus of 34,047 words, including 46 types of 
emojis, by collecting data from Wechat groups and ana-
lyzing the most frequently used emojis and their pragmat-
ic functions based on Yus’s taxonomy [10,13]. By collect-
ing popular posts over a three-month period on Weibo that 
contained both text and emojis, Yang and Liu analyzed 
the visual patterns and pragmatic functions of emojis, as 
well as the compositional and componential patterns of 
text-emoji co-occurrences [14].
1.2.2 Face Theory

The concept of “face” was initially introduced by Goff-
man, who defined “face” as “the positive social value” 
that individuals strive to claim for themselves [15]. Brown 
and Levinson further elaborated on this notion, charac-
terizing “face” as the public self-image that each person 
aspires to uphold [16]. Drawing upon this framework, 
they coined the term “face-threatening acts” (FTAs) to re-
fer to actions that may offend individuals’ facial concerns. 
They also proposed an assessment of the weightiness of 
FTAs, which incorporates three sociological variables: 
The “social distance” (D) between the speaker (S) and the 
hearer (H), which is a symmetric relationship; the relative 
“power” (P) dynamic between S and H, representing an 
asymmetric relationship; the absolute ranking (R) of im-
positions within a particular cultural context.
Generally, scholars have conducted quantitative research-
es through methods such as interviews, corpora construc-
tion, and data annotation, explaining the pragmatic usage 
of emojis from a more scientific and rigorous perspective. 
However, the sources of data are primarily focused on 
one-to-many interactions on public social media. There is 
also a lack of constraint on the context of emojis, poten-
tially leading to overly generalized conclusions.

1.3 Research Questions
Broadly speaking, our research aims to explore the fea-
tures of emoji’s pragmatic usage on WeChat. Specifically, 
there are three research questions:
1) What are the features of emoji’s representational pat-
terns in requests made by Chinese college students on 
WeChat?
2) What are the features of emoji’s pragmatic functions in 
requests made by Chinese college students on WeChat?
3) Will the weightiness of FTA affect emoji’s pragmatic 
usage in requests made by Chinese college students on 
WeChat?

1.4 Significance
Based on the literature review, it is found that current 
pragmatic studies on emojis are mainly qualitative. For 
quantitative research, the data are mostly from one-to-
many interactions on public social media, which reflects 
a notable lack of thorough exploration of emojis in one-
to-one instant messages. Furthermore, investigations into 
request strategies seldom focus on online communication, 
particularly texts incorporating emojis.
Therefore, our research takes Chinese college students 
as the research object, investigating their usage of emojis 
when sending request messages on WeChat by a survey 
designed based on the face theory.
The significance of this research lies in its corpus built 
from one-to-one instant messages on WeChat, which 
could enrich the pragmatic studies on emojis in terms of 
one-to-one online interaction. Moreover, by confining the 
context of emoji usage, our research could help gain a 
deeper understanding of the pragmatic functions of emojis 
used in requests.

2. Method

2.1 Data Collection

2.1.1 Survey Design

The survey is designed based on the Discourse Com-
pletion Task (DCT). First proposed and adopted by 
Blum-Kulka, DCT can help researchers efficiently elicit 
and analyze a specific speech act through designed scenar-
ios [17].
Combining the three influence factors of FTA, 18 scenari-
os are designed in total, 12 of which are related to request 
making, and the rest are fillers. The 12 scenarios can be 
divided into three groups. Each group contains two pairs 
of scenarios, with social distance, power, and absolute 
ranking being the independent variables, respectively.
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More specifically, for scenarios with “social distance” 
being the independent variable, the level of familiarity be-
tween the requester and the requestee varies. For example, 
the participant needs to ask for information about a course 
from 1) an unfamiliar student and 2) a friend. Scenarios of 
“power” reflect different power dynamics between the re-
quester and requestee, such as asking a superior or a peer 
for help. When “absolute ranking” is the independent vari-
able, the participant needs to make requests of different 
levels of imposition, such as borrowing 20 Yuan or 1000 
Yuan from a friend.
When conducting the survey, the emojis used by the par-
ticipants are all official on WeChat. The emoji usage is not 
compulsory, but memes are not allowed.

2.2 Participants
Our research recruits a total of 40 Chinese college stu-
dents as participants, comprising 20 males and 20 females, 
aged between 18 and 24 years. In addition, they all use 
WeChat frequently and are familiar with emojis.

2.3 Procedures
Firstly, participants are recruited through WeChat and are 
informed about the research’s objectives, procedures, and 
data handling practices in the consent. Then, the survey 
is conducted on WeChat, with participants presented with 
the 18 scenarios in a randomized order. After that, a fur-
ther interview will be conducted when necessary.

2.4 Data Processing
After collecting all the request messages sent by the par-
ticipants, invalid data are deleted, and then a corpus is 
built.
Data annotation can be divided into two parts, focusing on 
the emoji’s representational patterns and pragmatic func-
tions, respectively. For representational patterns, emojis 

used in a sequence will be regarded as a grouplet. The 
number, type, and positioning of each grouplet will be 
annotated. For pragmatic function, our research develops 
a new taxonomy based on current ones proposed by Yus, 
and Dianas and Herring, as shown in Table 1.
Table 1 Descriptions of pragmatic functions 

of emoji

3. Results

3.1 Representational Patterns of Emoji
There are 62 types of emojis in total, and the top 6 
high-frequency emojis are shown below in Figure 1.

Figure 1 Top 6 High-frequency Emojis in WeChat Messages
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As shown in Table 1, [Whimper], which can be visually 
interpreted as an expression of sad emotion or pleading, is 
used 215 times. [Sob] and [Hurt] also represent sad facial 
expressions, which may help users modify their tones. 
Meanwhile, [Kiss] and [Praying Hands] rank second and 
fourth, respectively, which are always associated with 
gratitude and request.
Given that the scenarios are all asking participants to 

make requests, it is reasonable to combine request strategy 
with data processing. In terms of number, the occurrences 
of emojis can be divided into three types: single, replicat-
ed, and mixed [14]. In terms of position, the performative 
system of requesting can be divided into three types of 
acts: 1) Opener; 2) Head Act; and 3) Supportive Move 
[18]. The following table 2 demonstrates the representa-
tional patterns of emojis in request messages.

Table 2 Number of Emoji Grouplets of Different Types and in Different Positions

It shows that emojis are more likely to appear single. 
When inserting multiple emojis as one grouplet, the users 
prefer repeating the same emoji over mixing different 
emojis. At the same time, college students tend to use 
emoji grouplet(s) in the supportive move rather than open-

er.

3.2 Pragmatic Functions of Emoji
Table 3 shows the total numbers and corresponding per-
centages of participants’ use of all the functions.

Table 3 Number of Pragmatic Functions Used in Different Scenarios

“Attitude/Emotion Signal”, “Attitude/Emotion Intensity 
Enhancer”, and “Action” are the most important prag-
matic functions under most scenarios, while “Attitude/
Emotion Intensity Enhancer” accounts for almost 50% in 
half of the scenarios. Here are two examples of “power” 
scenarios (Figure 1 and 2), when participants are required 
to ask a professor and a student that they are not familiar 
with to modify a course paper, respectively.

Figure 2 Example (1)

4
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Figure 3 Example (2)
In contrast, people tend to make a request straight when 
facing good friends, and emojis usually have an auxiliary 
effect. Example (3) is in “social distance” scenarios when 

participants ask their good friends about a course they are 
interested in (Figure 4).

Figure 4 Example (3)
Meanwhile, college students are accustomed to convey-
ing gratitude, pleading, and admiration by using emojis 
to represent certain actions. It is helpful to persuade the 
requestee, especially in scenarios of “high power”, when 

participants are supposed to ask their teacher for a PPT 
(shown in Figure 5) and their professor for suggestions 
(shown in Figure 6).

Figure 5 Example (4)

Figure 6 Example (5)
“Action” also frequently occurs in scenarios of “high 
absolute ranking” to draw closer relations or extend grat-

itude. Figure 7 shows an example of asking a good friend 
to get your laptop from a distant teaching building.
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Figure 7 Example (6)
3.2.1 Social Distance

As shown in Table 4, only “Action” seems to be influ-

enced by the weightiness of FTA, since there is an over 
0.5 difference between the means when the social distance 
varies.

Table 4 Data on Pragmatic Functions Used in Different Scenarios of Social Distance

3.2.2 Power

In scenarios of “power”, the weightiness of FTA has cer-
tain effects on the uses of “Attitude/Emotion Intensity 
Enhance” and “Action”. According to Table 5, “Attitude/

Emotion Intensity Enhance” is more frequently used in 
scenarios of “low power” than in scenarios of “high pow-
er”. In contrast, “Action” seems to be more important in 
scenarios of “high power”.

Table 5 Data on Pragmatic Functions Used in Different Scenarios of Power

3.2.3 Absolute Ranking

As shown in Table 6, the mean in “high absolute ranking” 
scenarios is more than 0.5 higher than that in “low ab-

solute ranking” scenarios in terms of “Attitude/Emotion 
Intensity Enhance”, which may be caused by the different 
weightinesses.

Table 6 Data on Pragmatic Functions Used in Different Scenarios of Absolute Ranking
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4. Discussion

4.1 Emoji in Representation

4.1.1 High-Frequency Emoji

In terms of visual-semantic features and pragmatic func-
tions, the top 6 high-frequency emojis can be divided into 

two groups. Visually, [Whimper], [Sob], and [Hurt] are all 
sad facial expressions containing the component of “tears,” 
which can be used to express negative emotions such as 
sadness, sorrow, or pessimism. Therefore, these three 
emojis often play a role as a tone modifier. In other words, 
they are more likely to work as Attitude/Emotion Signals 
or Attitude/Emotion Intensity Enhancers.

Figure 8. Example (7)
As shown in Figure 8, in example (7), the first two [Sob]
s in a row reflect that the requester feels unhappy with 
the fact that he or she has left the laptop. Since the text 
itself has no obvious emotion, the emojis here work as an 
“Emotion Signal”. In comparison, the second two [Sob]s 
in a row closely follow the polite request, making it more 
polite and difficult to reject. Therefore, they work as the 
“Attitude Intensity Enhancer” for they highlight the re-
quester’s polite manner.
Moreover, the usage of [Whimper], [Sob], and [Hurt] 
can arouse sympathy. According to the Politeness Prin-

ciple proposed by Leech, the Sympathy Maxim aims to 
maximize sympathy and minimize antipathy between the 
speaker and hearer [19]. In example (7), the requester 
uses [Sob]s to make him or her more pitiable, in order to 
arouse the requestee’s sympathy, so that the imposition 
will be justified and the potential burden will be reduced.
On the other hand, [Praying Hands] and [Kiss] both can 
be seen as virtual actions. While the former is largely 
interpreted as requesting or pleading, the latter is usually 
used to express thanks or build closer relationships.

Figure 9 Example (8)
In Chinese culture, kissing is an action that usually hap-
pens between people who have a close relationship, so the 
usage of [Kiss] is also an approach to drawing a closer 
relationship. Given that “positive face” refers to the social 
members’ desire to be supported, understood, liked, and 
admired by others [16], a closer relationship can somehow 
satisfy the requestee’s positive face. Therefore, as shown 
in Figure 9, in example (8), [Kiss]s are used as a positive 
politeness strategy.
Although [Rose] does not seem to represent action visual-
ly, it is conventionally used to extend gratitude, which is 
confirmed by our data. Thus, in most contexts, [Rose] can 

be recognized as a virtual action.
4.1.2 Visual Representation of Emoji

The results show that participants are more likely to use 
a single emoji at a time. When inserting multiple emojis, 
they are inclined to repeat the same emoji rather than mix 
different emojis. This preference is in line with Yang and 
Liu’s results, whose data were collected from comments 
on Weibo [14]. It probably indicates that this kind of pref-
erence universally exists in text-emoji of different genres.
For position patterns, a majority of emojis occur in the 
supportive move of requests.

Figure 10 Example (9)
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According to the classification of request strategies pro-
posed by Blum-Kulka and his colleagues [18], in example 
(9) (Figure 10), “babe” belongs to the opener, in order to 
attract the hearer’s attention; the two sentences in the mid-
dle “I have had ... .” and “The doctor says ” together with 
the three emojis [Sob]
all belong to the supportive move, which aims to adjust 
the intensity of requests and soften the intensity of the 
head act; the last sentence and the three emojis [Hurt] 
are the head act, which is namely the mean of making a 
request. The supportive move here can be further classi-
fied as “grounder,” which means to explain the reason for 
request. Given that the absolute ranking of imposition is 
relatively high, the requester is trying hard to explain the 
tough situation he or she is in. The [Sob]s in the support-
ive move strongly convey the requester’s helplessness and 
worry, which can arouse sympathy and reduce the abso-
lute ranking. The three [Sob] following the explanation 
strongly convey the requester’s helplessness and worry, 
which can arouse sympathy, justify the explanation, and 
reduce the absolute ranking. Therefore, emojis usually 

play an auxiliary role by making the request more accept-
able, while texts always compose the principal part of a 
request.

4.2 Pragmatic Functions of Emoji
The results show that differences do exist in emoji’s prag-
matic usages when the weightiness of FTA varies. Howev-
er, all the differences are not significant, probably indicat-
ing that they are caused by subjectivity to a larger extent. 
Meanwhile, it is found that “Attitude/Emotion Intensity 
Enhancer” and “Softening” both play special roles in re-
quest messages, which will be elaborated in the following 
subsections.
4.2.1 Attitude/Emotion Intensity Enhancer

“Attitude/Emotion Intensity Enhancer” accounts for near-
ly half of all pragmatic functions in scenarios of “high 
power”, “high absolute ranking”, and “low absolute 
ranking”. It demonstrates that emoji usually has a com-
plementary relationship with the text when its meaning is 
coherent but does not determine the text [20].

Figure 11 Example (10)
All the emojis in example (10) are complementary (Figure 
11), as the meaning of the text will not be fundamentally 
changed without emojis. By using expressions such as 
“may I ask...”, the text itself has already been polite. In 
this message, [Sob] and [Whimper] work as “Attitude/
Emotion Intensity Enhancer” to make the request even 
more polite and acceptable for the requestee. This ap-
proach of request-making indicates that the text is more 
responsible for implementing politeness strategies, while 
the emojis are dominated by the text.
4.2.2 Softening

“Softening” becomes one of the top 3 pragmatic functions 
only in scenarios of “close social distance”. To explain 
this, each scenario is decomposed into the three influence 
factors. By respectively comparing “social distance,” 
“power,” and “absolute ranking” in all scenarios, the 

weightiness of FTA in each scenario can be estimated.
Firstly, the social distances between the requester and 
requestee in 12 scenarios are sequenced from near to 
far: good friend < classmate/professor/teacher/teaching 
assistant (rarely communicate) < college student (have 
not talked before). Secondly, the levels of power of the 
requestee are sequenced from low to high: good friend = 
classmate = college student = teaching assistant < teacher/
professor. In the two scenarios of “close social distance”, 
the requestees are both set as “a good friend of the re-
quester”, which means the weightiness caused by “social 
distance” and “power” would be at the lowest level. For 
absolute ranking, the requester needs to ask for informa-
tion about a course or a secondhand book, which is also at 
a low level. Therefore, The weightinesses of “close social 
distance” scenarios are theoretically among the lightest.

Figure 12 Example (11)
In example (11) (Figure 12), the head act is direct and im-
perative, which is relatively forceful and impolite. How-

ever, by inserting a [Shy], the tone is largely softened. 
Thus, it can be inferred that when the FTA is not serious, 
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Chinese college students tend to make requests with less 
polite texts, while emojis are important in maintaining po-
liteness.

5. Conclusion
Firstly, [Whimper], [Sob], [Hurt], [Rose], [Praying 
Hands], and [Kiss] are the top 6 high-frequency emojis. 
While the first three are associated with sad emotion and 
mainly used for arousing sympathy, the last three are 
mostly used as virtual actions of thanking or requesting.
Secondly, emojis are most likely to occur singly and in the 
supportive move of requests, which reflects that emojis are 
typically used to make requests more acceptable, whereas 
texts are always the essential component of a request.
Thirdly, “Attitude/Emotion Intensity Enhancer” accounts 
for almost 50% in half of the scenarios, demonstrating 
that emojis are always complementary and subordinate to 
the text. “Softening” seems to be emphasized when the 
weightiness of FTA is relatively light, as texts tend to be 
less polite, while emojis are essential to maintain polite-
ness.
Fourthly, the weightiness of FTA has no significant influ-
ence on the pragmatic usage of emojis.
Given the small sample, this study’s limitations include 
reliance on mean comparisons, restricted participant de-
mography, and a lack of comparison between the three in-
fluence factors. Additionally, evaluating emojis’ functions 
by decomposition offers a promising direction for future 
research.
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Appendix
Scenario 1 (close social distance)
At the beginning of the semester, you want to buy a sec-
ondhand book for a compulsory course, and you happen 
to see a person selling the book you need on WeChat mo-
ment. If this person is a classmate you are quite familiar 
with, how would you send the message?
Scenario 2 (far social distance)
At the beginning of the semester, you want to buy a sec-
ondhand book for a compulsory course, and you happen 
to see a person selling the book you need on WeChat mo-
ment. If this person is a student of your university with 
whom you rarely communicate, how would you send the 
message?
Scenario 3 (close social distance)
You want to select a course taught by Professor X next 
semester, and you want to get more information(course 
orientation, course assessment, etc.) about this course. 
Therefore, you send a message to the WeChat group of 
your university to ask if anyone has taken this course. 
Now, one of your friends sends a message to you saying 
that he/she has taken the course, and you want to ask him/
her for some information. How would you send the mes-
sage?
Scenario 4 (far social distance)
You want to select a course taught by Professor X next se-
mester, and you want to get more information(course ori-
entation, course assessment, etc.) about this course. There-
fore, you send a message to the WeChat group of your 
university to ask if anyone has taken this course. Now, 
a student you are unfamiliar with replies in the WeChat 
group, and you want to ask him/her for some information. 
How would you send the message?
Scenario 5 (low power)
You want some advice on revising your term paper, and 
you decide to ask a classmate who is experienced in aca-
demic writing. You seldom communicate with that class-
mate in daily life. How would you send the message?
Scenario 6 (high power)
You want some advice on revising your term paper, and 
you decide to ask your professor for help. You seldom 
communicate with your professor in daily life. How 
would you send the message? 
Scenario 7 (low power)
At the end of the semester, you want to review a course 
with PPT, so you decide to ask for PPT from a teaching 

assistant (who is about the same age as you and with 
whom you rarely communicate). How would you send the 
message?
Scenario 8 (high power)
At the end of the semester, you want to review a course 
with PPT, so you decide to ask for PPT from the teacher 
(with whom you rarely communicate). How would you 
send the message?
Scenario 9 (low absolute ranking)
When you are in the dormitory, you suddenly find that 
your laptop is left in a teaching building. You are afraid 
of losing your laptop, so you want to ask your roommate 
to bring it back. At this moment, your roommate is in the 
same teaching building. How would you send the mes-
sage?
Scenario 10 (high absolute ranking)
When you are in the dormitory, you suddenly find that 
your laptop is left in a teaching building. You are afraid 
of losing your laptop, so you want to ask your roommate 
to bring it back. At this moment, your roommate is in a 
library far away from the teaching building. How would 
you send the message?
Scenario 11 (low absolute ranking)
Now you are in the hospital, and you suddenly find that 
you don’t have enough money to pay the bill, so you want 
to borrow some money from a friend with whom you have 
a good relationship. If you need to borrow 20 Yuan, how 
would you send the message?
Scenario 12 (high absolute ranking)
Now you are in the hospital, and you suddenly find that 
you don’t have enough money to pay the bill, so you want 
to borrow some money from a friend with whom you have 
a good relationship. If you need to borrow 1000 Yuan, 
how would you send the message?
Fillers
1. You are watching a comedy and find it really impres-
sive, so you want to recommend it to your friend. How 
would you send the message?
2. You are stuck in a traffic jam, feeling bored, so you 
want to complain to your friend. How would you send the 
message?
3. You just got full marks in an exam, and you want to 
share this good news with your mother/father. How would 
you send the message?
4. Today, you climbed a mountain and walked a lot. Your 
feet hurt. How would you complain to your good friends?
5. If you are late for a class activity, how would you send 
a message to the class monitor to explain?
6. You are currently in the dormitory. Not long ago, you 
heard the sound of rain outside the window. You want to 
ask your roommates if the rain has stopped outside. How 
would you ask?
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