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ABSTRACT

This study explored the effect of emoji use on workplace communication among university
employees in Machakos County, focusing on message tone and clarity, cultural influences,
and perceived communication effectiveness. The research adopted a quantitative approach
using a descriptive survey design. The target population comprised 198 academic and
administrative employees from Machakos University and Scott Christian University, from
which a stratified random sample of 132 participants was selected. Data were collected via
a structured questionnaire and analyzed using descriptive statistics (mean, standard
deviation, and frequencies), while a regression model assessed the impact of emoji use on
communication effectiveness. Findings revealed that employees use emojis moderately,
with most reporting that they enhance clarity, convey emotions, and fe§ter engagement,
though concerns about professionalism in formal communication were noted. Cultural
differences were found to influence emoji interpretation and usageghighlighting'their role
in inclusivity and context-dependent communication. Results fiénpthexegression analysis
indicated that emoji use, message tone, clarity, and cultusal¥andy contextual factors
explained 49.2% of the variation in perceived message quality.) Ofthese factors, message
tone had the strongest predictive effect. Generally, the #€sults demomnstrate that emojis had
an impact on the tone, clarity, and emotion of the message, highlighting the value of the
emoji as a nonverbal indicator in a digital medium., The study’s findings suggest that while
the use of emojis is generally advantageous in‘an mformabcontext at the workplace, care
should be exercised to ensure professionalism,’as withimost aspects of professional life. It
also suggests universities ought to develgp guidelinesand policies on emoji usage. Further,
universities should encourage effective, culturally sensitive emoji use and provide training
that discourages over-reliance on efnojis.

xi
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

The development and popularisation of digital communication technologies have had a major
impact on workplace communication, changing how employees exchange information, coordinate
activities, collaborate, and maintain interpersonal relationships (Liegl & Furtner, 2024; Capriotti
et al., 2021). In higher education institutions, including universities, thgse changes have
increasingly extended communication beyond traditional face-to-face and formally documented
interactions to digitally mediated forms of communication. UniverSities are in€reasingly relying
on electronic communication, such as email, social media“chat) afid® instant messaging, as
communication channels between employees (Liegl & Furtnery 2024). This shift has made
Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) an impertant component of contemporary workplace
interaction (Stein, 2023), particularly whereemployees communicate across offices, departments,

professional roles, and age groups (Krghny 2004).

Unlike face-to-face communicationy, CMC largely depends on written or digitally transmitted
messages, which mayé{providedewer of the non-verbal cues available during physical interaction,
such as facialgexpressionsy gestures, tone of voice, and body language (Manusov, 2016).
Consequentlyg@mployees may use digitally represented non-verbal cues to supplement textual
messages and communicate emotions, attitudes, reactions, emphasis, and intended tone
(Cavalheiro et al., 2024). Emojis have increasingly become one of these visual cues in digital
workplace communication. Emojis have therefore found their way into computer-mediated
communication, and they have been recognised as symbols that play a role in non-verbal

communication and that can contribute to communicating feelings, adding clarity to the intended
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message, and building rapport (Knapp et al., 2013; Burgoon et al., 2021). Emojis were traditionally
identified with informal and casual communication styles, but their use is slowly penetrating

business environments such as universities, which are highly formal spaces (Sai et al., 2024).

Nevertheless, the effectiveness of emojis varies with varying perceptions of professionalism,
culture, and communication environment (Rathgeber, 2024; Chen et al., 2024g#Gabbiadini et al.,
2020; Udoudom et al., 2024). There is scarce empirical research on the gffect ofusing emojis in
workplace communication in Machakos County universities, particularlyin their contribution to
improving workplace communication, bridging communicatien gapsyg in tone, interpersonal
relationships, and clear intent, and bridging generational communication gaps. This study therefore
sought to examine the effect of emoji use on employecinteraction among university employees in
Machakos County by investigating how emejisiinfluenee message tone and clarity, how cultural
backgrounds influence the perceptioni mterpretation, and use of emojis, and how they affect

perceived communication effectiveness.

This chapter presentséthe background of the study, the statement of the problem, the purpose of
the study, the_objectives ‘of the study, the research questions, the justification/rationale, the
significance'oftthe,study, the assumptions, the scope of the study, the limitations and delimitations
of the study, and the definition of terms.

1.2 Background of the Study

Emojis and emoticons are becoming a crucial component of digital communication, enabling
people to express tone and feelings in ways that text cannot (Dhaliwal & Hazarika, 2026). Initially

created by Scott Fahlman in 1982, emoticons, like :), are made out of keyboard characters. They
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take the role of nonverbal communication, particularly facial expressions; however, because of the
limited number of keyboard symbols, they might not be precise enough to convey subtle emotions
(Chen et al., 2024). On the contrary, emojis, initially created in the late 1990s by Japanese inventor
Shigetaka Kurita, are the latest generation of emoticons. Emojis are colourful images, which is the
primary distinction between them and emoticons (Rodrigues et al., 2018). A circle is usually
employed as the border in those that depict facial emotions, and the circle may convey several
different facial expressions. In other words, emojis are a highly simplified@ymboli¢representation
of facial expressions that have deeper meanings and may convey niore ndancedyand complicated
emotions than emoticons. Emojis serve more than a decorative, purpese since they also play a
functional role, assisting in addressing the following challenges such as: communicating intent and
feelings in written messages; creating a shared émotienalivecabulary among team members;
minimizing miscommunications and ensuring psychelogical safety; enhancing engagement and

teamwork; and clearly conveying appréeiation and recognition (Naghiyeva, 2026).

Emoji use is the use of visual'symbelsthat add to or reinforce a textual message. In other words,
emojis are signs thatdqunctiondas'monverbal cues that play the same role as body movements or
facial expressiofis ih interpetsonal conversations in the real world. In CMC, due to the inability to
provide a multstiide of monverbal signals in real-world communications, emojis are a tool that can
be utilized to enrich clarity in meaning, enhance emotional delivery, and facilitate expression of
relational intent (Knapp et al., 2013). The latter is a position in which emojis are recognized within
the study of nonverbal communication, in addition to their importance to human interactions in
professional environment (Burgoon et al., 2021). Therefore, by conceptualizing emojis as semiotic

signs, the research recognized that the usage of emojis in communication among university
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employees, may produce messages that carry cultural or contextualized meanings. Emotion icons
often follow utterances in CMC, which may be produced either by existing characters on a
keyboard, termed American Standard Code for Information Interchange (ASCII) characters, or by

graphic symbols, also known as pictograms or “emoji” (Skovholt et al., 2014).

Due to the rapid advancement and acceptance of digital communication technologies, workplaces
have been reshaped, and similarly, organizations such as Universities aredficreasmgly engaging in
digital modes of communicating and facilitating communication betf#een staft members and teams
through applications like instant messengers, social media, and e- mail§yLiegl & Furtner, 2024).
Thus, in this age, emoticons and emoji have come to occupy.a preminent place as part of CMC
(Stein, 2023). These non-verbal cues are used to pfovide additional, or to help supplement, other
verbal and textual cues to communicate emotion and“intent and to make computer- mediated
communication more expressive of interpersonalfinteractions (Cavalheiro et al., 2024). While it
has been suggested that emoticon$shave mainly been used for non- formal communication, usage
in professional environments,including higher educational institutions, is growing (Sai et al.,
2024). Emojis and emoticensthave also recently seen their introduction into professional work
settings. Both gfmoticons and emoji are ways of visually encapsulating feelings or emotions in
electronic messages, with one small but significant difference. Emoticons are constructed from
characters present on a keyboard, as in ASCII (such as :)), while emoji are images that can be
inserted or copied and pasted into a message (Brito et al., 2020). Nonverbal communication is the
use of kinesics, proxemics, haptics, vocalics, and many more, all of which convey the meaning of

a message (Manusov, 2016).
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In online conversations, people can express emotions, convey tone, and enhance the richness of
their textual communication by using emoticons (Danesi, 2016), which are digital representations
of certain nonverbal cues (Zhang, 2020; Tang & Hew, 2019; Chen et al., 2024). Teh et al. (2020)
affirm that emojis enhance digital communication by conveying the sender's emotional state in

text messages.

Over the past few decades, emoticons have evolved into many forms; types, and meanings.
Emoticons, also called digital pictogram non-verbal communicationy have made it possible to
express feelings in written or worded messages and through face-to-facéeommunication (Kumari
& Ganagwar, 2018). However, this form of emotional communication in digital communication
can challenge the receiver in deducing the intendedimessage. Eor instance, Dwivedi et al. (2018)
observe that it can be difficult to appropsiately “detect and comprehend emotions in digital

communication.

Traditionally, the common,em@ticons were the 'smiley face' and the 'frowny' or 'sad' face. Today,
emoticons used in nofiverbal andielectronic communication have evolved into various shorthand
representationsgof human“emotions, such as emojis. These emotions range from happiness,
sadness, andianges to nuanced feelings such as sarcasm and affection. Nevertheless, the utilization
of these digital communication tools has been perceived to be predominantly associated with

teenagers (Skovholt et al., 2014).

The prevalence of emoticons has increased notably in recent years, as noted by Bosch (2018), and

is evidenced by approximately 6 billion emoji uses daily. In today's workplace, several distinct



St. Paul’s University Repository

generations often interact with each other. These generations include baby boomers (1946-1964),
Generation X (1965-1976), Millennials (Gen Y) (1977-1995), and Generation Z (1996-2017), with
the Millennials making up the majority of the current employees. According to Krohn (2004),
different generations exhibit markedly different values, perspectives, and life experiences and,
consequently, communicate in different linguistic styles. The use of technology for communication
by different generations is also diverse, as reflected in their varied communigation styles. The
workplace is currently dominated by millennials, as noted by Skovholt et al. (2014). Studies by
Bosch (2018) and Aranas et al. (2024) show that the use of emojis i§ ptevalent among millennials.
Bosch (2018) noted that millennials purposefully used emojistin dialegtical contexts. His study
further depicted that emojis are predominant in communicating emotions, and the trend was more

common among womern.

In today's world, organizations and ifistitutions Strategically develop effective communication
strategies and tactics to achieyéitheir goal§ and objectives. As a result, they adopt various
indispensable communicationteols'that have emerged in the digital age, moving from face-to-face
to digital (Erle et al§ 2022)¢ Web 2.0 digital tools, such as social media, email, and video
conferencing, have recentlyibeen widely used in work environments (Capriotti et al., 2021).

Digital communieationy defined as the transmission of information through electronic devices and
technologies, has been enabled by; advances in technology, the fourth industrial revolution and

globalization 4.0 (Gabbiadini et al., 2020).

The proliferation of digital communication platforms, birthed by the ubiquity of the internet, has

on the other hand, offered a variety of media for communication, including social media. Social
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media, in particular, has provided platforms such as WhatsApp, Facebook, and X, as well as
forums for directly communicating with others within and outside the workplace. These
interactions involve, among others, the sharing of data, documents, images, and videos (Abraham,
2020). Research shows that Facebook and X, for instance, have been key in influencing decision-
making in academic environments among learners and educators (Al-Rahmi & Othman, 2013).
More than ever, institutions have a wide variety of options to choose from for their preferred
workplace communication channels. From the perspective of highesfeducation institutions,
workplace communication is the process by which academic and @dministrative staff exchange
information, collaborate, and coordinate activities within ah institutien to support teaching,

research, and institutional operations (Berkenkotter & Huekin, 20 L6)-

The communication process consists of twoytypes:“Eormal communication involves official and
standard means such as faculty meetifigs; facult§y and academic reports, and university policy
statements. Informal communication cofisists of emails, text messaging, and face-to-face
interactions. This fosters cooperation and overall organizational effectiveness. CMC technology
has been increasingly@hiftingfrom asynchronous to greater real-time interactivity (synchronicity)
(Banerjee & Bute, 2017). Ower the years, perceptions of digital communication have changed due

to the increasediadoption and use of emoticons and multilingual effects (Verma & Uikey, 2019).

Emojis in the workplace, for many, have been a way to communicate or complement work
messages. They have become integrated into the digital communication environment as they are
embedded in technology. Emojis in the workplace add a layer of friendliness and help facilitate

more effective, engaging, and visually appealing online communication.
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Emoji usage varies based on age, gender, and cultural disposition, as noted by Rathgeber (2024)
and Chen et al. (2024). Consequently, these disparities lead to different interpretations and
understandings of the information communicated (Gabbiadini et al., 2020; Udoudom et al., 2024).
Research shows that studies on emojis have continued to grow in recent years (Cherbonnier &
Michinov, 2022; Tang & Hew, 2019; Ge & Herring, 2018; Kazemian, 2021 ¢Banerjee & Bute,
2017; Li et al., 2022). Following the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic th Wahan, China, in
December 2019, and its subsequent global spread, there was @Signifieant “disruption across
industries. This disruption prompted industries to embrace digital Comiunication, including the
use of emoticons (Gabbiadini et al., 2020). Various institutionsywere seen embracing virtual
communication for internal communication. This effectdid notleave academic institutions behind,
which had been ‘traditional,” and highly “‘standardized’ (confined to formally worded

communiqués via specified channels) (L1et al., 2022).

As the modern work environment becomes more digitally oriented, and especially in educational
institutions such as universities, effective communication among staff members often transcends
conventional fetmal language. The adoption of visual signals, commonly known as emojis,
originating fremeasual text messaging and extending to formal and professional environments,
has affected employees’ way of expressing emotions, clarifying their intentions, building
relationships, and developing rapport. However, the formal employment setting (universities) may
be viewed as formal settings and not ideal for the use of such symbols, hence raising questions

about the level of professionalism, understanding, and cultural appropriateness.
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In a diverse communicating society, in the higher learning environment of the universities of
Machakos County, it is important to establish the impacts of emoji usage in employee
communication. In Machakos County - Kenya, this research focused on two universities which
are; Machakos University (MksU), a public university that was chartered in 2016 with a wide
diverse number of students and staff members that participate in learning, academic and
administrative aspects (Machakos University, 2023), and Scott Christian Usiversity (SCU), a
private, faith-based university founded in 1962 that provides holistic edugation foriits students and
it has a small tight knit group of students, administrative and acadefie meémbers (Scott Christian
University, 2023). With the two universities located within the ‘same gedgraphical area, peri-urban
Kenya, the study provided an opportunity to examine' how, emojis function as digital
communication symbols within higher education‘envitonments, focusing on their potential to
enhance or hinder communication effectiyeness, mybeth professional and informal employee

communication contexts.

1.3 Statement of the Problem

The rapid digitalization ofworkplace communication has reshaped how organizations, including
universities, intéract internally, with institutions increasingly relying on instant messengers, social
media, and emailyto fagilitate communication among staff members and teams (Liegl & Furtner,
2024; Capriotti et al., 2021). Within this shift, emoticons and emojis have moved from their origins
in casual, personal messaging to occupy a prominent place in computer-mediated communication
(CMC) generally (Stein, 2023), including, increasingly, in professional and higher-education

settings (Sai et al., 2024). As visual signals that supplement or reinforce textual messages, emojis
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are intended to enrich clarity, convey emotional tone, and facilitate relational intent in contexts

where nonverbal cues are otherwise absent (Knapp et al., 2013; Burgoon et al., 2021).

However, this growing reliance on emojis in workplace communication introduces a problem that
remains inadequately understood, particularly in formal institutional settings such as universities.
Emoji meaning is not fixed or universally shared: interpretation has beeh shown to vary
systematically by age, gender, cultural disposition, and familiarity withfdigital"éommunication
norms (Rathgeber, 2024; Chen et al., 2024; Gabbiadini et al., 2020; Wdeudompet al., 2024). Du
Plessis (2020), studying organizational emoji use in South Africa, foundthat interpretation of the
same emoji varied by race, age, gender, work culture, and hierarchicalllevel, leading to inconsistent
understanding among employees in the same Werkplace. Similarly, studies in formal and
educational settings have found that while emojis,can, foster rapport and social presence, their use
also carries a documented risk of being perceived as unprofessional or ambiguous, particularly
where generational, cultural, or Hierarchicalfdifferences exist among communicators (Hayes &
Fatima, 2024; Lawrence, 2022;Shalahuddin & Fajrianti, 2024). In a university workforce such as
that found in Machakos), County, spanning multiple generations (Krohn, 2004), cultural
backgrounds, and levels ofifeomfort with digital communication, this creates a genuine risk that
emoji use, rathefithandniformly enhancing workplace interaction, may in some cases undermine
clarity, professionalism, or working relationships, depending on who is sending and interpreting
the message. Despite this, no institutional guidance currently exists on how emojis should be used

in employee-to-employee digital communication within these universities.

10
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Empirically, this problem has not been adequately addressed in the existing literature. Globally,
research acknowledges cultural and contextual differences in emoji interpretation and the risk of
unprofessionalism in formal communication (Du Plessis, 2020; Shalahuddin & Fajrianti, 2024;
Guntuku et al., 2019; Li & Zheng, 2024). However, this body of work is concentrated in Western,
Asian, and general social-media contexts. Within Sub-Saharan Africa and Kenya specifically, the
use of emoticons in professional and interpersonal communication, and thegassociated risk of
unprofessionalism in formal settings, remains considerably less explored.Existing Kenyan studies
on emoji use have focused on social media platforms among studentsy forinstance, Sadia (2018)
examined the communicative function of emojis in CMC generally, while Mohamed/Mohammed
(2022) studied gender and cross-cultural differences in emojt integpretation on Instagram among
USIU students, rather than on employee-to-employee ‘€ommunication within a university
workplace. Likewise, studies examining emoji-ise;among university staff specifically, such as
Banerjee and Bute (2017), have been €onductediin institutional contexts outside Kenya (Amity
University, India), leaving open the question of how these dynamics play out among university
employees in the Kenyan, andyspeeifically Machakos County, context. This represents both a
contextual gap, a la¢k of, Kenya/Machakos County-based evidence on emoji use in formal
university workplace communication, and a population gap, prior Kenyan studies have focused on
students, notumiversity employees. It is against this backdrop that the present study sought to
examine the effect of emoji use in the workplace on employee interaction within universities in

Machakos County.

11
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1.4 Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the effect of emoji use in the workplace on employee
interaction within universities in Machakos County.
1.5 Objectives of the Study
i.  To examine how emojis affect the tone and clarity of workplace messages among
university employees in Machakos County.
ii.  To investigate how cultural backgrounds influence the perception, intégpretation, and
use of emojis in digital communication among univerSity employees in Machakos
County.
iii.  To assess the effect of emoji use on perceived communication effectiveness, including
clarity, relational rapport, and professionalism in‘the workplace.
1.6 Research Questions
i.  How do emojis affect the tone“and clafity of workplace messages among university
employees in Machakos Gounty?
ii.  In what ways do cultural bagkgrounds influence the perception, interpretation, and use of
emojis in digital communieation among university employees in Machakos County?
iii.  How doés the use of emojis impact perceived communication effectiveness, particularly
claritygrelational rapport, and professionalism in the workplace?
1.7 Justification of the Study
The increasing adoption of digital communication technologies has transformed workplace
interaction, including communication within universities. Platforms such as WhatsApp, email,
Microsoft Teams and Zoom are increasingly used to facilitate information sharing, coordination

and interpersonal interaction among employees, with emojis becoming an increasingly visible

12
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feature of digitally mediated communication. Kaye et al. (2022) indicates that emojis have become
an established component of contemporary digital communication. However, empirical
understanding of how emojis shape workplace communication within university settings remains

limited, particularly in developing-country contexts such as Kenya.

Existing research on emoji use has predominantly focused on contexts outside the African
continent, with relatively limited empirical attention to workplace communicationwithin African
higher education institutions (Choi et al., 2023; Dhaliwal & MHazarika, 2026; Jain, 2024;
Manganari, 2021). Consequently, the extent to which findings fromigother geographical and
organisational contexts apply to Kenyan universities\icannot sbe” assumed. Differences in
organisational culture, workplace hierarchies, €ommunication practices and socio-cultural
backgrounds may influence how employeesdntetpretanduse emojis in professional interaction.

The study was therefore justified by the'need to"generate context-specific empirical evidence on
emoji use in workplace digital communicatigh among university employees in Machakos County.
By examining how emojis mflucnee message tone, clarity, intended meaning and perceived
communication effectivenessy the study extends existing scholarship on computer-mediated

communicationdeyond the'gontexts in which much of the existing evidence has been generated.

The study also provides an opportunity to examine how cultural and demographic differences may
shape the interpretation and use of emojis within a Kenyan university environment. The study is
further justified by its practical relevance to the increasing digitalisation of university workplaces.
As employees rely more heavily on digital platforms for routine communication, understanding

the circumstances under which emojis facilitate or complicate workplace interaction can provide
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useful evidence for institutional communication practices. The findings may therefore inform the
development of context-sensitive digital communication guidance and staff awareness initiatives
while providing a basis for further research on emojis, computer-mediated communication and

workplace interaction in Kenyan universities and comparable organisational settings.

1.8 Significance of the Study

1.8.1 University Management

The findings may provide university management with evidencefon how cmployees use and
interpret emojis in workplace communication and the circumstances ufider which their use may
enhance or hinder communication. This evidence may mform the ‘development of institutional
digital communication guidelines, workplace etiquétte standards and staff development initiatives
that promote clear, appropriate and inclusiye digital mteractions. The findings may also assist
managers in recognizing the importafice’ of contextual and professional considerations when

communicating with employees_through digital platforms.

1.8.2 University Employees

The study may#enhance employees’ awareness of how emojis can influence the interpretation,
emotional tonewand perceived professionalism of workplace messages. This may encourage
employees to consider factors such as the communication context, intended audience,
organizational position and cultural background when using emojis. Such awareness may

contribute to more appropriate and effective digital interactions among employees.
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1.8.3 Policymakers and Institutional ICT Managers

The findings may provide useful evidence for policymakers and institutional personnel responsible
for communication and ICT governance. The evidence generated may inform the development or
refinement of institutional policies and guidelines concerning digitally mediated workplace
communication, including appropriate consideration of emojis in professional interactions.

1.8.4 Researchers and Scholars

The study contributes empirical evidence to scholarship on computer-médiated €@mmunication,
digital workplace communication and organizational interaction by €xamining emoji use within
the relatively under-researched context of Kenyan higher edication. Ifymay provide a basis for
comparative studies across institutions, sectors and geographical contexts and stimulate further
research on cultural, demographic and organizatiofial faetorsiinfluencing emoji interpretation and
use. Overall, the study contributes to understanding hewan increasingly common feature of digital
communication operates within a profe§stonal university environment. Rather than treating emojis
as inherently appropriate or inapprepriate,4he study provides context-specific evidence that may

support a more informed understanding of their role in workplace interaction.

1.9 Assumptions

This study assumed that university employees use digital communication platforms in the course
of their work and are familiar with the use of emojis in workplace communication. It was further
assumed that respondents would provide honest and accurate information regarding their
experiences and perceptions of emoji use. While the study acknowledged that emoji interpretation

and usage may vary across demographic and cultural groups, it assumed that such variations could
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be reliably captured and measured through the survey instrument. The study also assumed that
emojis enhance communication effectiveness in the workplace.

1.10 Scope of Study

This study was geographically confined to Machakos County, Kenya. The county was selected
because it hosts universities that have increasingly adopted digital communication technologies
for academic and administrative operations, making it an appropriate setting fof,examining emoji
use in workplace communication. Limiting the study to one county also ghsured that the research
could be conducted within the available time and financial resour€es while allowing for an in-

depth investigation of the phenomenon.

Institutionally, the study was restricted to Machakes Univetsity and Scott Christian University.
These universities were purposively selected,because,they represent public and private university
settings, respectively, and both relyon digital communication platforms for internal
communication. Including both<€imstitutions provided a broader understanding of workplace
communication practices in higher‘@ducation without comparing the institutions.

The participants invélved, m¢théystudy were faculty (professors, researchers, and lecturers),
academic andgadministrative staff (human resources staff, IT staff, and similar), and
professional/suppert ‘staff (clerks, secretaries, communication officers, and the like). This
participant recruitment process was conducted in that manner since they are frequently involved
in formal and informal digital communication for carrying out their work responsibilities and have
access to information on this behaviour in the workplace. The focus of the study, in the theoretical
context, was on the effect of using emojis on employees’ communication and interaction with one

another.
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Conceptually, the research focused on the effect of emojis on the perceived clarity and tone of a
message; the effect of an employee’s cultural background on emoji interpretation and usage; and
the impact of emojis on communication efficiency perception among employees. The research
scope of the study was restricted to communication in an organization and only using institutional
e-mails, communication channels (internal message board), and workplace WhatsApp groups, as
communication was carried out as this kind of media was common to comsunication at the chosen

universities.

1.11 Limitations and Delimitations of the Study

1.11.1 Limitations of the Study

The study had several limitations that werte, beyond, itsieontrol. First, the study relied on self-
reported questionnaire data, and surv@y tesearchi of this kind is generally susceptible to non-
response, inaccurate responses, afd intentidnal misreporting by participants (Christopher & Udoh,
2020). Respondents may ,theteforeyhave underreported or overreported their use of emojis,
particularly where th€y perceived emoji use as inappropriate or unprofessional in workplace
communicationd Consequently, the reported patterns may not fully correspond to participants'

actual communi€ation practices.

Second, the interpretation of emojis is inherently context-dependent, with prior research showing
that meaning varies with age, gender, cultural background, and prior digital communication
experience (Rathgeber, 2024; Chen et al., 2024; Gabbiadini et al., 2020; Du Plessis, 2020).

Participants in this study may therefore have attached different meanings to the same emoji based
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on these factors, introducing variation in how respondents understood and answered questions

concerning emoji use and interpretation.

Third, the availability of senior administrative staff and academic employees within the selected
universities may have affected respondents' participation and, consequently, the response rate, a
limitation consistent with the general vulnerability of survey research to gion-response bias
(Christopher & Udoh, 2020). The study therefore recognized the possibidity that'@mployees with
limited availability may have been less likely to participate, which could “have affected the

representativeness of the responses.

Finally, emojis may be used differently across digitalleommunication platforms such as email,
WhatsApp, and Microsoft Teams, as differencesyin platform features and communication
conventions have been shown to shapefhow emoji§are used and interpreted (Suresh, 2018; Hasan,
2018). Differences in platform features, comimunication conventions, and the nature of interactions
conducted through each platform may therefore have influenced participants' reported experiences.
Since the study examinedydigitalpworkplace communication generally rather than isolating the
technical charaéteristics ofyeach platform, such platform-specific differences could not be

examined in detail.

1.11.2 Delimitations of the Study
To manage the limitation associated with self-reported data (Christopher & Udoh, 2020), the study
employed a standardized questionnaire to ensure that participants responded to comparable

questions and that data were collected consistently. Respondents were also informed about the
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confidentiality and anonymity of their responses to encourage honest reporting of their experiences
and practices. To address the limitation arising from the context-dependent nature of emoji
interpretation (Rathgeber, 2024; Chen et al., 2024; Gabbiadini et al., 2020; Du Plessis, 2020), the
study deliberately incorporated demographic and contextual characteristics, including gender, age,
professional position, and cultural background, into its analytical scope rather than treating emoji

use as uniform across all employees.

To manage the limitation associated with response rate and participgntiavailability (Christopher &
Udoh, 2020), the study was delimited to employees of Machakes Univessity and Scott Christian
University in Machakos County, using a stratified sampling technique proportionate to each
institution's staff size. The selected institutions prévided the organizational setting within which
the study examined emoji use in workplace digital communication; the study was not designed to
establish comparisons between the twofinstitutions or to generalize the findings to all universities
in Kenya. Finally, to address thélimitationgassociated with platform-specific variation in emoji
use (Suresh, 2018; Hasan, 2018), the study was delimited to employees' use and interpretation of
emojis in workplace digital communication generally, rather than to the technical characteristics,
functionality, orfdesign of individual communication platforms. Although platforms such as email,
WhatsApp, “andmMictosoft Teams were considered within the study context, the technical

differences between these platforms were outside the scope of the investigation.

1.12 Definition of Terms

Emoticons — Emoticons are combinations of keyboard characters used in digital communication

to represent non-verbal cues, particularly facial expressions and emotions. In this study, emoticons
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refer to character-based expressions used by university employees to communicate feelings and

tone in digital workplace messages (Chen et al., 2024).

Emoji — Emojis are colourful pictographic symbols used in digital communication to represent
facial expressions, feelings, and other meanings. In this study, emojis refer to graphical symbols
used by university employees to communicate tone, feelings, intent, appreciatigh, and recognition

in digital workplace communication (Rodrigues et al., 2018; Dhaliwal &MHazarikay2026).

Digital Communication — The exchange of information through eleétronic platforms such as
emails, messaging apps (WhatsApp, Microsoft Teams), and social’media, where emojis help

enhance meaning and engagement (Erle et al., 2022).

Communication Effectiveness — The'ability offa message to achieve its intended purpose by
ensuring clear understanding, apptepriate émotional expression, and a meaningful response from
the recipient (Chaturvedi, 2026).

Cultural Differences(— Variations in beliefs, norms, and communication styles across different
social or ethni€ groups that influence how emojis are understood and used in workplace
interactions (Sumet al.»2023).

Workplace Communication - Refers to the process through which academic and administrative
staff exchange information, collaborate, and coordinate activities within an institution to support

teaching, research, and institutional operations (Adu-Oppong & Agyin-Birikorang, 2014).
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1.13 Summary

This chapter provides an introduction to the study, which includes the background of the study,
statement of the problem, research questions, purpose of the study, objectives of the study,
rationale/justification, significance of the study, scope of study, limitations, and delimitation.
Chapter two reviewed relevant literature to the study, and chapter three discusses the research

methodology.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Introduction
This chapter presents a literature review, including a theoretical framework, general literature, an
empirical framework, a summary of the research gap, and a conceptual framework.
2.2 General Literature Review
The purpose of a general literature review is to summarize, synthesize, and etitically discuss what
is already known, identify patterns and trends, and highlight gaps ofifieonsistengies in the current
body of knowledge.
2.2.1 Overview of Emoticons
The subject of emoticons has been on the rise in re€enttimes. The development of technology has
largely contributed to the growth in emoji mseLoday, the use of emojis has ‘exploded’ and is
mainly used to communicate within §oeial spacés to express feelings and interpret messages
(Veytia-Bucheli et al., 2020). Today, in histéty, various generations exist simultaneously, with each
having grown up in different eras characterized by different forms and methods of communication
(McCrindle, 2011). Baby boemersygrew up in the era of traditional communication methods such
as letters, telephone, and fage-to-face conversations. Gen X and Millennials tend to communicate
flexibly, blendmgybothhformal and informal communication strategies. The younger generations,
that is, Gen Z and Alphas, tend to be highly informal, using emojis, GIFs, memes, and
abbreviations for self-expression and to emphasize a message in electronic communication,
reflecting their adaptation to the visually driven world (Azad et al., 2023). Communication of this
nature is widely referred to as computer-mediated communication (CMC), which is characterized

by the absence of nonverbal visual cues present in traditional physical interactions.
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Teenagers use emojis for various reasons, including facial expressions, food, weather, and animals
(Dharma et al., 2022). Banerjee and Bute (2017), in their study at the Noida Campus of Amity
University, examined the nature and frequency of emoticon use in email communication. Their
findings showed that emoticons are a powerful tool for non-verbal communication in both informal
settings, such as online platforms, and formal settings, such as email. The prgference for email
messages with social and emotional cues, such as greetings and ackmowledgment, was high
compared to task-focused emails containing activity instructionsfotpreminders. Dharma et al.
(2022) further argue that the nature and frequency of emoji use in fornial communication can be
limited by awareness of organizational email setup,)work culture, and email message

characteristics.

Emojis can also vary based on culture. (Yamamotaiet al. (2020), in examining differences between
Japanese and Dutch speakers, fond that Japanese participants inclined towards the eyes when
interpreting the emotion communicated by an emoticon. In contrast, people of Dutch origin focus
on the mouth of an emoj1 to'imterpret the emotion conveyed (Yamamoto et al., 2020). Research
also shows thatsthe Japanese commonly use emojis to illustrate their facial expressions, food, or

weather (Banerjée,& Bute, 2017; Arnesen et al., 2017).

2.2.2 Definition and Types
In the past decade, scholars have conceptualized emoticons based on their purpose and usage, with
many studies viewing them as tools for expressing emotions and feelings. Various studies have

conceptualized emojis as having functions similar to non-verbal cues that represent facial
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expressions in real-life interactions. Dresner and Herring (2013) described emojis, or emotional
icons, as symbolic representations of one’s expressions that convey one's feelings and tone in
communication. Walther and D’Addario (2001) and Hasan (2018) show that emojis can mimic
non-verbal indicators of emotions and visual cues and provide additional information to

communication by enhancing the intensity of textual CMC.

Cherbonnier and Michinov (2022) identify two types of emoticons: typographic and graphic
emoticons. Typographic emoticons combine keyboard symbols thatycam,exptess happiness or
sadness. In contrast, graphic emoticons are visual representations of a face, mainly consisting of
eyes and a mouth. Examples include memes, emojis, and GlFs that ean convey different emotional
states. Other messaging platforms can create uniquégraphical emojis for users (Toet et al., 2018).
According to Kelly (2015), emoticons are ilusttated with ASCII characters such as smiley and
frowny faces, as well as emojis used in @mails andiinstant messaging. These characters can express
various emotions, including happiness, disappointment, opinions, thoughts, encouragement, and
status. Thus, emoticons and emeojis‘€an‘extend the meaning of written text by providing emotional
and 