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Abstract: This study investigates the use of emoji by Japanese learners of English in discussion
forums. Specifically, the discussion forums refer to online conversations on the LINE smartphone
application. The investigations answer the research question: “What is the effect of closeness on
learners’ rate of emoji use in online discussion?”. The aims of the study are pursued by gauging
learners’ perceived closeness with each other via a questionnaire with five levels of closeness from
one to five; the rating of one is the closest and the rating of five is the most distant. Following this,
five weeks of online discussions from the LINE discussion forums are investigated, analyzing a total
of 123 messages, which contain a total of 10,081 words and 578 emoji. The participants are 25
second-year students who are enrolled at a middle-ranking Japanese university. They are from two
classes, consisting of 21 females and four males in total. The investigations find a higher rate of
emoji being employed in relationships identified as more distant. The study concludes that L2
English learners may also employ more emoji in distant relationships, where interactants may be
attempting to reduce the social distance between each other.
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1. Introduction

This article reports on 25 university-level Japanese L2 English learners’ use of emoji and focuses on
the effect of closeness. Specifically, the investigations analyze messages exchanged in two LINE
discussion forums for five weeks. Research on the use of emoji in L1 online conversations found
evidence of emoji functioning beyond their role as a clarifiers of emotion during online interactions
(Danesi, 2019; Tang & Hew, 2019; Zhou et al., 2017), as expressions of closeness. The investigations
that compared the use of emoji between interactants who were close and those who were distant
found conflicting results. These studies largely relied on only the number of emoji found in
messages, without taking into account the number of words in these messages. Furthermore, these
studies gauged closeness with a relatively limiting dichotomous scale that only included the
categories of friend and stranger. The investigations reported in this article employ an emoji per 100
words analysis, which is adapted from the approach found in a study by Tossell et al. (2012). In
order to report a more precise measure of closeness, the investigations also employ a 5-point scale
adapted from the Perceived Interpersonal Closeness Scale (Popovic et al., 2003). Using these
approaches, the investigations seek to compare the findings from L2 online conversations with those
from previous literature, which focused on L1 interactions. This article begins with a review of
previous research, first considering the effect of closeness on emoji use, the measurement of
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closeness, online discussion forums, and the LINE messaging platform. Next, the article describes
the method, including the research question, participants, procedures, and data analysis. The article
proceeds to the results relating to the research question of this study, including a class-based analysis,
an individual-based analysis, and a summary of the results. Finally, the article discusses the results
and concludes with a final overview of the study’s focus, findings, limitations, and implications.

2. Review of Previous Research

2.1. Defining and Measuring Closeness

Closeness was defined by Ben-Ari and Lavee (2007) as the levels of intimacy, trust, commitment,
and caring between interactants, and is described as long term and relatively resistant to the effects
of daily occurrences. Berschied et al. (1989) further specified this by situating closeness as a property
that underlies most relationship phenomena, while Kowatch et al. (2018) stated that closeness
functions as an influencer of interactions and is reflected in the use of language.

Studies that measured closeness (DePaulo & Kashy, 1998; Eisenberg, 1988), determined that it is
most accurate when self-assessed by the interactants. Barnes (1997) found that the best definition of
a close relationship was provided by the relationship partners themselves, based on their own
assessment of how close they perceived the relationship to be. Closeness was measured by multiple
researchers by employing the Perceived Interpersonal Closeness Scale (Popovic et al., 2003), which
is a self-assessment scale. Green et al. (2015) credited this scale as an empirically validated measure
that is available to clinicians and researchers who are evaluating interpersonal closeness. The
Perceived Interpersonal Closeness Scale was one of the most widely used closeness scales in research
over the past decade (Beaton et al., 2012; Bowman et al., 2016; Magee & Smith, 2013; McCann,
2016; Metcalf & Leake, 2016; Lindblom & Gray, 2010).

2.2. Relationship between Closeness and the Use of Emoji

Several studies that investigated emoji use and closeness (Hu et al., 2017; Janssen et al., 2014; VVolkel
et al., 2019) recognized emoji use in online conversations as expressions of closeness when
interactants were not face-to-face. Cramer et al. (2016) noted that a shared habit of using emaoji
enables closeness from a distance and makes it easier for interactants to relate to one another. Studies
also found that emoji express closeness by showing playfulness (Kelly & Watts, 2015) and
informality (Herrmann et al., 2018; Sampietro, 2019).

Although there was an agreement that emoji functioned as expressions of closeness, there was little
consensus among researchers who investigated the differences in emoji use between interactants
who shared a close or distant relationship. Chang’s study (2016) found that individuals who are
friends employ emoji more frequently than those who are not. This was echoed by Buakaew (2019)
and Konrad et al. (2019), who observed this phenomenon in conversations over the LINE smartphone
application. For other researchers, the findings were the opposite. Sun (2019) and Yang (2020) found
that interactants who share a distant relationship employ a greater rate of emoji, and explained that
emoji are employed to signal friendliness in order to decrease the social distance between two
interactants who do not share a close relationship. They reasoned that emoji may signal to the
receiver that an attempt at becoming closer is being made. Sun and Yang’s observations suggest that
the use of emoji were attempts at decreasing social distance; therefore, emoji may be understood as
positive politeness strategies (Brown & Levinson, 1987).
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2.3. Research question

The contrasting findings of greater rates of emoji use among those who are close (Chang, 2016;
Buakaew, 2019; Konrad et al., 2019) and those who are distant (Sun, 2019; Yang, 2020) suggested
that further investigations on the effect of closeness on rates of emoji use are necessary. The current
research was designed to evaluate this via the following inquiry: “What is the effect of closeness on
learners’ rate of emoji use in online discussion?”

3. Method
3.1. Participants

The participants were 25 second-year students enrolled in the Department of English at a middle-
ranking Japanese university. They were from two classes, referred to as Class C and D, consisting
of 21 females and four males in total. Specifically, Class C consisted of 15 participants, with 13
female participants and two male participants. Class D consisted of ten students, with eight female
participants and two male participants. The participants were part of a cohort for which the mean
TOEIC score, measured in year 2018, was 407, with a range of 225 to 840; ninety percent of these
students had a score between 260 to 550. All of the participants were taught by the researcher of the
study.

3.2. Procedures

Informed consent. Permission to conduct the study was obtained from an ethics committee at the
middle-ranking university. After receiving this permission, the study was explained to the students
before they were given the option to participate. Students who provided consent were given the
option to withdraw their consent at any time, which would discontinue their participation in the
discussion forum and eliminate all data collected from them.

Measuring closeness. The closeness between participants was measured via a questionnaire adapted
from the Perceived Interpersonal Closeness Scale (Popovic et al., 2003), which is shown in Figure
1.
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Figure 1. The Perceived Interpersonal Closeness Scale

The six closeness levels: fully close, very close, moderately close, a little bit close, neither close nor
distant, and distant were converted to the five levels shown in Table 1, with English translations
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provided in brackets. These levels of closeness excluded fully close and included a specific
description of the relationship. The five levels of closeness were listed from closest to most distant.
Level 1 represented the most closeness, while level 5 represented the least closeness. When
analyzing data, levels 1 and 2 were considered as “close”, while levels 3, 4, and 5 were considered
“distant”.

Table 1. The Five Levels of Closeness on the Closeness Questionnaire

Level Description

(1) B F RIS TH BT 208 27,

[Close friend] [We often spend time together outside of class.]

(2) A3z e RIS TH—FEICR &2 2,

[Friend] [We occasionally spend time together outside class.]
(3) ZEIZITWVA BRE-ST-6, BEATHLEWD T2,

[Almost a friend] [We talk outside of class if we happen to meet.]

@ DVWEL DT T AA— b RETITFET T L, HESTHEDIT ETIERY,
[A classmate | am friendly with] [We talk during class but not outside of it.]
B)YI2lZD 7 T AA— | BRETHREINTHIF LW &I,
[Just a classmate] [We wouldn’t think of initiating talk in or out of class.]

This scale of closeness was on the questionnaire that was used by participants to rate their closeness
with their classmates. In our study, the average closeness rating in Class C was 4.314 (SD=1.118)
and 3.033 (SD=1.329) in Class D. A smaller value denotes greater closeness.

Collecting and preparing participants’ topics statements. Topics for the discussion forums were
gathered from the students in each class. The researcher asked participants to propose their own topic
statements for which opinions were likely to be divided, such as “Money is more important than
love”. The researcher collected these topic statements and prepared an equal number of topic
statements for each week of the discussion forums. This was done to ensure a consistent number of
new topics was being posted each week.

Eliciting emoji use. Previous studies that also employed an online discussion forum (Tu, 2020a,
2020b, 2020c), found that interactants did not employ emoji in their messages, likely due to an
assumption that emoji were not appropriate for online discussions that were part of a university
course. The current study created an activity in order to elicit emoji use from the participants who
may have had this assumption. This activity was first piloted with fourth-year students from a class
at the same university before it was given to the participants of the current study. Specifically, the
activity allowed students to add emoji and punctuation to the end of pre-made responses. It was
conducted at the beginning of the investigations and took ten minutes of class time. Participants were
first asked to complete the handout. Once they had finished, they were asked to compare their
answers with each other in pairs or in threes and tell each other the meaning they wanted to
communicate for each response. Once this was done, they stood up and rotated to another group or
pair, and shared and explained their answers again. The handout is shown in Figure 2.
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Draw nonverbal markers at the end of the sentences below to add an appropriate
emotion/meaning. The following are examples:

@ © © ® m e & o

1. Long distance relationships can be successful. What do you think?
| disagree, | broke up with a girlfriend because of long distance

2. Watching the news is pointless. What do you think?
No, we should watch the news to get more information

3. Taxation is theft. What do you think?
No, | don't agree

4. Smoking should be completely banned everywhere.
What do you think? No, | smoke and that would be bad

5. Men should earn more than women. What do you think?
No, that is sexist

6. Prisoners should not be allowed to vote. What do you think?
| totally agree, criminals don't deserve to vote

7. Marijuana should be legalized. What do you think?
| agree, it's not that bad of a drug

8. University tuition should be free. What do you think?
| totally agree, | don't want to pay loans in the future

Figure 2. Handout given to participants to elicit the use emoji.

Conducting the discussion forums. The participants joined their respective LINE discussion forums.
Each week, the teacher posted an equal nhumber of new topic statements onto their discussion forum,
announced new topic statements during class, and reminded participants to check the discussion
forum. Additionally, in order to maintain the status of the forum as unsupervised, the teacher did not
moderate the content of the participants’ contributions to the discussion forum.

3.3. Data analysis

In a five-week period, the investigations analyzed a total of 123 messages exchanged via the LINE
discussion forum, which contained a total of 10,081 words and 578 emoji. The data were analyzed
by class and then by individual. The class-based analysis showed the rate of emoji use in entire
classes, while the individual-based analysis showed the specific rate of emoji use for each
participant. The following describes the steps taken in order to find the rates of emoji use.

Marking messages with their closeness ratings. Each message was marked with the closeness rating
that the sender assigned to the recipient in the closeness questionnaire. Messages that were not
directed towards a specific person were not marked and were excluded from the results.

Grouping messages by their closeness rating. Messages that were assigned a closeness rating of 1 to
2 were grouped together as one block of text and considered as close, while those with a closeness
rating of 3, 4, and 5 were grouped together as one block of text and considered as distant.

Counting the number of emoji and words. The study counted the total number of emoji and the total
number of words in the close and distant blocks of text. These two values were used to produce the
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emoji per 100 words value that was used throughout this study. Specifically, this value was
calculated with the following formula:
Total emoji

) x 100

Emoji per 100 words = (m

This calculation was modeled after the analysis found in a study by Tossell et al. (2012), which
investigated the use of emoji in the text-messages exchanged between L1 English speakers. This
value showed the density of emoji relative to the text they appeared in. Emoji per 100 words was
selected over emoji per word due to values in the latter being too small.

4. Results

The following section reports on the relationship between closeness and rates of emoji use. It
includes a class-based analysis, individual-based analysis, and a summary that synthesizes the results
and compares the findings to previous research. Throughout the section, participants are referred to
with aliases in order to anonymize their identity.

4.1. Class-based Analysis

The rate of emoji use in Class C was relatively similar between those who rated the other person as
close or distant. However, the rate of emoji use among those who rated the other person as distant
was slightly greater. The difference was more pronounced in Class D, with a noticeably greater rate
of emoji use among participants who rated the other person as distant. The data in Table 2 and Figure
3 present the rate of emoji use employed by participants towards those who they viewed as closer or
more distant.

Table 2.
Close (1to 2) Distant (3 to 5)
Class C 4.62 491
Class D 6.76 7.64
g g
8 + BmClass C
21 OClass D
6 4
Emoji per 100 ST
Words 4 +
3 4
2 4
14
0
Close (1to0 2) Distant (3 to 5)

Closeness Rating
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Figure 3. Emoji per 100 words for closer and more distant relationships.

4.2. Individual-based Analysis

Among the participants from Class C, six sent messages to those who they rated as close as well as
to those who they rated as distant. Of these participants, three employed a greater rate of emoji use
towards those who they rated as distant, while three employed a greater rate of emoji use towards
those who they rated as close. Five participants from Class D sent messages to those who they rated
as close as well as to those who they rated as distant. Four of these participants employed a greater
rate of emoji use towards those who they rated as distant, while only one of these participants
employed a greater rate of emoji use towards those who she rated as close. These results are
consistent with those found in the class-based analysis, which indicated a less noticeable difference
between messages sent to those who were rated as close or distant in Class C, with a more noticeable
difference in Class D. Table 3 shows the rate of emoji use by each participant from Class C and
Class D. The data that is bolded reports on participants who sent messages to those who were given
a closeness rating of 1 or 2 as well as to those who were given a closeness rating of 3, 4, or 5. Data
that is highlighted in gray reports on participants who employed a greater rate of emoji use towards
those who they rated as distant. The blanks indicate that no messages were sent to those who were
given the corresponding closeness rating. In Table 3, bolded values indicate participants who sent
messages to those who they rated as close as well as to those who they rated as distant. Bolded values
highlighted in gray indicate participants who employed a greater rate of emoji use towards those
who they rated as distant. Bolded values that are not highlighted indicate participants who employed
a greater rate of emoji use towards those who they rated as close.

Table 3. Emoji per 100 Words for Closer and More Distant Relationships

Participant Close (1to 2) Distant (3 to 5)
Anna - 251
Ayaka - 7.37
Chiaki - 6.33
Kaori 4.03 4.55
Kiara - 5.94
Mika 4.40 3.91
© Miyuki 10.81 5.30
£ Momo 357 4.29
Nano - 2.42
Rena - 8.19
Ryu - 3.50
Taichi 7.50 5.08
Yua - 6.19
Yuki - 5.65
Yumiko 1.65 2.95
Kazuya 0 7.79
Maho 9.71 11.37
Maki 8.57 -
o Miki 6.56 6.47
a Narumi - 7.32
O Rino 6.39 6.82
Rui - 4.99
Saki 4.72 5.51
Shino - 7.76

Yuu 8.47 -
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4.3. Summary

When calculating the mean from the data found in the class-based analysis, the results showed a
greater rate of emoji use in messages sent to those who were rated as distant. Table 4 and Figure 4
show the average rate of emoji use between the classes.

Table 4.

Close (1t0 2)

Distant (3 to 5)

5.692

6.272

Emoji per 100
Words

6.4
6.3
6.2
6.1

6
59
58
57
56
5.5
54

Close (110 2) Distant (3 to 5)

Closeness Rating

Figure 4. Average emoji per 100 words for close and distant relationships.

The individual-based analysis revealed that among the participants who sent messages to those who
they rated as close as well as distant, that the majority employed a greater rate of emoji use in the
messages towards those who they rated as distant. Table 5 shows the rate of emoji use by each
participant who sent messages to those who they rated as close as well as distant. Data that is
highlighted in gray reports on participants who employed a greater rate of emoji use towards those

who they rated

as distant.

Table 5. Rate of Emoji Use Among Participants Who Replied to Those Rated as Close as Well as Distant

Participant Close (1t0 2) Distant (3 to 5)
Kaori 4.03 4.55
Kazuya 0 7.79
Maho 9.71 11.37
Mika 4.40 391
Miki 6.56 6.47
Miyuki 10.81 5.30
Momo 3.57 4.29
Rino 6.39 6.82
Saki 4.72 5.51
Taichi 7.50 5.08
Yumiko 1.65 2.95
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5. Discussion

The combined data from the class and individual-based analyses show a general trend towards
greater emoji use in the messages sent to recipients who are rated as distant. This finding is supported
by Sun (2019) and Yang (2020) and suggests that emoji are employed as an attempt at reducing
social distance. In this regard, attempts at decreasing social distance via the use of emoji may be
positive politeness strategies (Brown & Levinson, 1987). This communication of friendliness may
not be as necessary between interactants who already share a closer relationship. As a result,
participants who share a close relationship may not feel the need to employ emoji as frequently.
Since emoji also function as a clarifiers of emotion during interactions (Danesi, 2019; Tang & Hew,
2019; Zhou et al., 2017), there may be less of a need for closer interactants to clarify their intended
meaning via emoji. This may be attributed to closer interactants misunderstanding each other less
often. These conclusions come with a caveat, arising from the relatively similar rates of emoji use
between the close and distant categories in Class C and the noticeable minority of participants who
employ greater rates of emoji towards those who they rate as close. These data indicate that the
studies by Chang (2016), Buakaew (2019), and Konrad et al. (2019) cannot be disregarded.

6. Conclusion

The aim throughout this study has been to investigate the effect of closeness on the use of emoji by
Japanese learners of English in interactive written media. The study indicates a tendency for greater
rates of emoji use in messages directed towards the learners who are rated as distant. However, the
findings also show that this tendency is not universal, as a noticeable minority may demonstrate the
opposite.

At this stage, it is important to recognize that the study was relatively limited by the academic nature
of the discussions. Although the discussion forums were designed to be nonobligatory unsupervised
discussions outside of the classroom, there were evidence that they were perceived as homework
that was part of an English course. The discussions contained many messages that were akin to short
paragraphs written in EFL writing courses, despite participants being told that the discussion forums
were not homework. The fact that the use of emoji needed to be elicited also suggests that the
participants perceived the discussion forums as an extension of the classroom, rather than a space
for self-initiated discussions on a familiar social media platform. With these considerations, the
findings regarding the relationship between closeness and the use of emoji may be limited to online
discussions that occur in the classroom setting that do not extend to more informal contexts.
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