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Abstract

This project explores the impacts of emojis on students’ impressions when used in
a course welcome email. We adopt a 4 X 3 factorial design to determine how differ-
ent emojis (i.e.,@,,) impact students’ impressions of credibility, immediacy,
and liking. Data from students (N=368) indicates emoji choice does impact impres-
sions. Consistently, instructors’ emoji use resulted in decreased perceived compe-
tence and trustworthiness but increased perceived caring, immediacy, and liking.
Findings have implications for instructors who engage in technologically-mediated
out-of-class communication and want to strengthen early student-instructor relation-
ships. Limitations and future directions are also discussed.

Keywords Technologically-mediated out-of-class communication - Emojis -
Instructor-student relationships - Credibility - Immediacy - Liking

1 Introduction

Communication between instructors and students is not restricted to formal class-
room contexts. Especially now, given the shifts to mediated learning environments
during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, instructors seek innovative ways to leave
a lasting — and hopefully, positive — first impression. An oft-overlooked opportunity
to craft this impression may be an introduction email sent to students before the start
of the semester (Legg & Wilson, 2009). While these forms of communication are
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standard — perhaps even trivial — an introductory email may be just what’s needed
to start the semester out right. Instructors might enhance these benefits by including
textisms (Adams et al., 2018), or cues that convey nonverbal meaning in text-based
communication, within their message to help convey their emotion or tone (Vare-
berg & Westerman, 2020).

One type of textism is the emoji. Emojis are pictorial but still represent text-based
communication. A recent publication from the messaging service Slack (2022)
reported workers feel their messages are incomplete without emojis; further, young
adults may at times prefer emojis and other types of pictorial messaging to words
(Steinmetz, 2017). The reasons for this preference are clear in the positive impacts
of emoji use: emojis add socio-emotional information to mediated messages that
would otherwise have been reduced or removed; in doing so, communicators may
cut back on misunderstandings and display personality (Gesselman et al., 2019;
McCulloch, 2019; Pfeifer et al., 2022). These positive impacts have been observed
in the classroom. For instance, instructors who used a © appeared more caring and
more immediate — both factors that aid in impression and relationship development
(Vareberg & Westerman, 2020). This does not account for all emojis, nor does this
reveal how the emojis shifted students’ interpretations. The prompts the questions,
are emojis worth using, and if so, does it matter which emoji that is?

The current study addresses these questions. Emojis are becoming more com-
mon and more accepted in professional contexts (Kaye et al., 2016; Li et al., 2019;
Slack team, 2022), though they are not one-size-fits-all. The choice of whether to
include an emoji is complicated by having to also choose which one. Over 3,300
emojis exist, and of those, 151 reflect faces (Emoji frequency, 2021). We explore
how using different emojis in a welcome email impact students’ impressions. Impor-
tantly, in mediated environments, students perceive and interpret cues that are pre-
sent whether intentionally sent or not (Walther, 1992). Instructors must be deliberate
in their choices to add socio-emotional cues; emojis may serve that function (Kaye
et al., 2020) in ways that both benefit students’ views of instructors and ease mes-
sage interpretation. This study helps to define the boundaries regarding how emojis
potentially cultivate strong impressions by exploring how different emojis (e.g..(0)
,,) affect students’ perceptions of instructors’ immediacy, credibility, and
liking.

1.1 Emojis as interpersonal cues

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) is often criticized for its lack of nonver-
bal cues, resulting in its inability to allow for interpersonal impression development.
Walther’s (1992) social information processing theory posits a contrary explana-
tion: over time, CMC users can and do create impressions and develop relationships
with others that reach similar levels of maturation as face-to-face (f2f) relationships
(Walther, 1992, 1993). The difference between these processes in CMC and f2f
communication is not the amount but the rate of social information exchanged. Less
information is transmitted per message due to the absence of traditional nonverbal
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cues (i.e., smiling, proximity), so communicators interpret other, existing cues (e.g.,
emojis) in ways they may and may not have been intended (Walther, 1993).

The lack of nonverbal cues is not unique to CMC. A disadvantage of text-based
communication stems from a lack of “body” or the inability to represent emotions
and mental states (McCulloch, 2019), but emojis (e.g., ©, &) have increasingly
been used to convey ideas or emotions, to increase attention, and to enhance mes-
sages (Kaye et al., 2020; Pfeifer et al., 2022; Walther & D’Addario, 2001; Wil-
loughby & Liu, 2018). Though emotion can be expressed during CMC through cues
such as emojis, (Derks et al., 2007), it is not a direct match. As such, scholars who
study emojis argue more work must be done to capture the receiver’s perspective
and to understand how emojis help form shared meaning (Derks et al., 2008; Tang
& Hew, 2019).

It must also be noted that not all emojis communicate the same meaning. Some
are easy to assign a valence of positive or negative rather than a specific emotion
(Cherbonnier & Michinov, 2022) while others may communicate multiple mean-
ings based on context (Cavalheiro et al., 2022; Kaye et al., 2020). Further, some
emojis are more popular than others (e.g., theggywas the word of the year in 2015;
“Emoji frequency,” 2021; Quito, 2019), which likely exposes users to those emo-
jis more often. This study purposely selected popular emojis that carry potentially
varied meanings that may or may not be appropriate for the context of the mes-
sage. This study uses the winking face (), the face-with-tears-of-joy ({5), and the
tongue-sticking-out face ({)). What’s in question here is whether these emojis will
produce similar responses as the © when used in student-instructor communica-
tion, or whether varying emojis prompt shifts in students’ impressions.

1.2 Student-instructor communication

Instructors communicate with students outside of the classroom. While scholars have
studied more traditional out-of-class (see Nadler & Nadler, 2001) or extra-class com-
munication (see Waldeck et al., 2001), mediated spaces were excluded (Goldman
et al., 2016). Given the increasing demand for mediated connection both before and
after the pandemic, more research must examine the role of technologically-medi-
ated out-of-class communication, or communication between instructors and stu-
dents that occurs via mediated channels during non-traditional class time (Vareberg
et al., 2020). Students who receive this communication felt higher state motivation
and affective learning in the classroom. While several newer forms of communica-
tion are available for interpersonal interactions (e.g., social media, video conferenc-
ing), emails sent between instructors and students remain a dominant form of medi-
ated communication, persisting by necessity or students’ preference (Chromey et al.,
2016; Vareberg et al., 2020). An important time to send an email to students is before
or on the first day of class; sending a positive, welcoming email may impact students’
impressions before ever meeting face-to-face (Legg & Wilson, 2009).

First impressions are formed early and often remain constant. Once formed, an
impression becomes difficult to change (Asch, 1946). Early impressions become a
type of roadmap for understanding communication with someone; when forming
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impressions, individuals use minimal cues to craft large opinions. Scholars label
impressions as automatic, unspoken, unconscious, and difficult to bend (Asch,
1946; Carter, 2003; Kohlan, 1973), making it imperative that instructors recognize
the weight of first impressions (Teven & Katt, 2016). In short, if an early nega-
tive impression is formed, it may be difficult to break; at the same time, if an early
positive impression is formed, students may find the instructor more approachable
(Frymier et al., 2019). While online receivers require little motivation to interpret
presented cues (Walther et al., 2005), people interpret cues in different ways (Miller
et al., 2016), or these cues may have altering effects on types of impressions (Vare-
berg & Westerman, 2020; Willoughby & Liu, 2018). Though emojis have been asso-
ciated with strong first impressions in past research (Vareberg & Westerman, 2020),
this does not indicate how various emojis influence these impressions, especially
when emojis may not be suited to the context.

Emojis in Student-Instructor Communication Past scholars have explored the use of
emojis in student-instructor communication, though not always in a mediated out-
of-class communication context. Ledbetter and Larson (2008), for example, studied
emoticons in authentic teacher-sent emails and found only minimal differences in
perceived presence when emoticons were used. Further, Clark-Gordon et al. (2018)
explored emojis used in instructor feedback and determined the use of emojis did
not significantly impact students’ perceptions of feedback or the instructor. The lack
of any emoji lexicon (i.e., a set pattern for use) for higher education might increase
chances for shifting interpretations (Doiron, 2018), so instructors uncomfortable
with emojis might only parrot back what they see (Priddis, 2013). Last, emojis are
most prominently used in informal communication (Kaye et al., 2016), which may
be an appropriate label for mediated communication beyond the classroom or an
inappropriate label for communication from an authority. The mixed past findings
indicate emojis in any instructor context are likely to be met with differing interpre-
tations, at best. Therefore, we ask the following question:

RQ;: What is the impact of context on emoji interpretation?

Though a relationship between emojis in emails (i.e., ©) and students’ impres-
sions of instructors exists (Vareberg & Westerman, 2020), the use of varied emo-
jis might produce divergent impressions as not all emojis carry the same meaning.
Thus, we focus on the influences of emoji use on students’ perceptions of instructor
immediacy, credibility, and liking.

1.3 Factors influencing students’ impressions

Immediacy Mehrabian (1969) defined immediacy as perceived closeness or
decreased psychological distance; he connected the idea of closeness with the
approach/avoidance construct, arguing those who are immediate are also approacha-
ble (see also Frymier et al., 2019). Importantly, past findings have linked immediacy
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to students’ intrinsic motivation and, either directly or indirectly, student learning
(Frymier et al., 2019; Vareberg et al., 2020). In mediated environments, cues like
emojis and response rates relate positively with immediacy (Ledbetter, 2008; Vare-
berg & Westerman, 2020). As such, much as Fusani (1994) wrote, immediacy serves
as one of the most important considerations in out-of-class communication and, by
extension, technologically-mediated out-of-class communication.

Importantly, however, the behaviors that indicate closeness and the feeling of
closeness are distinct and separate constructs. As Mehrabian (1981) argued, the
behaviors may decrease distance, but the behaviors do not account for how one feels
(Kelly, 2012; Kelly & Westerman, 2016). Past work on immediacy explored ver-
bal or nonverbal behaviors (Frymier, 1993; Gorham, 1998), which would include
textisms; the behavior (i.e., use of emoji) influences perceived closeness (Vareberg
& Westerman, 2020). We explore perceived closeness after viewing an instructor
email under the assumption that instructors can impact students’ impressions with
emojis (Horan et al., 2011; O’Sullivan et al., 2004); however, because an emoji is
interpreted in context variably, it is necessary to explore how varying emojis impact
perceived immediacy. Therefore, we ask the following question:

RQ,: How does varied emoji use impact perceived immediacy?

Students prioritize specific instructor behaviors: some are deemed essential (i.e.,
competence) while others (i.e., immediacy) are only luxuries (Goldman et al., 2017).
While the influence of emojis on perceived closeness is helpful for understanding
impression formation in technologically-mediated out-of-class communication, it
is as necessary to explore the behaviors students find more important, such as per-
ceived credibility.

Credibility Credibility is comprised of three dimensions: competence, charac-
ter (also trustworthiness), and caring (McCroskey & Young, 1981). Past findings
support the use of credibility as an outcome for its “key role in facilitating teacher-
student interactions, and ultimately, classroom learning” (Finn et al., 2009, p. 530).
Students naturally assess instructors’ credibility; we want instructors who are smart,
honest, and good. It also makes sense that students interpret early messages as clues
about credibility. Students hold certain expectations for their instructors’ out-of-
class communication, including in the messages sent via mediated channels, and
violations of these expectations may alter the impressions formed and harm overall
credibility (Dobransky & Frymier, 2004; Teven & Katt, 2016). Emojis, given their
more informal interpretations (McCulloch, 2019), may violate students’ expecta-
tions. Past findings also show different impacts on the different parts of credibility
(Vareberg & Westerman, 2020), so we explore each separately.

Competence Competence measures a perceiver’s impression of a sender as knowl-
edgeable. Past work indicates instructors may not use textisms often in email mes-
sages (Ledbetter & Larson, 2008; Priddis, 2013), so instructors who do use them
may stick out or have their competence questioned (Adams, 2013). In f2f, nonverbal
cues that go against expectations stand out (Burgoon & Walther, 1990), so emojis
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that do not fit appropriately within the context of the message may also stand out.
Although emojis may increase perceived immediacy, their informality may feel out
of place (Banfield et al., 2006). While past findings show emoji use is associated
with a decrease in perceived competence (Vareberg & Westerman, 2020), Marder
et al. (2020) determined emojis used in emails sent by university staff did not nega-
tively impact competence. These mixed findings prompt us to ask the question:

RQ;: How does varied emoji use impact perceived instructor competence?

Character Source character is the perception of a source as honest; in this case, stu-
dents would perceive their instructor as trustworthy. Assumptions exist that students
naturally trust instructors (Dobransky & Frymier, 2004), which may explain findings
that emojis had no impact on perceived character (Vareberg & Westerman, 2020):
with or without emojis, students trust their instructors. Emojis serve interpersonal
communication functions (Kaye et al., 2016), including decreasing ambiguity and,
potentially, increasing character; however, others claim emojis decrease message
believability (Willoughby & Liu, 2018), which may be the opposite of trustworthi-
ness. Some instructor behaviors may come across as trying too hard and may result
in negative effects (Nussbaum & Scott, 1980); emojis fit this description as Adams
(2013) has found their impact to be curvilinear (what is perceived positively is even-
tually perceived negatively). Thus, because of mixed past findings, and because we
do not know how various emojis will impact perceptions of trustworthiness, we pose
the following research question:

RQ,: How does varied emoji use impact perceived instructor character?

Caring The third dimension, caring, measures perceived understanding and respon-
siveness. Being seen as warm and inviting is important for positive impression
development (Asch, 1946). Despite communication online potentially lacking inter-
personal cues, Walther (1992, 2019) argues relational others may develop closeness
via mediated channels. Caring serves as an important consideration for instructors.
Instructors who are caring often generate more positive student perceptions of char-
acter and competence (Teven, 2007b). While instructor emoji use may result in low-
ered perceptions of competence and character, perceived caring may be unaffected
(Thweatt & McCroskey, 1998). Further, in a staff-to-student email context, the posi-
tive impacts of perceived warmth outweighed the negative impacts of competence
(Marder et al., 2020). However, the impact of various common emojis on perceived
caring is unknown, and thus we ask the following question:

RQs: How does varied emoji use impact perceived instructor caring?

Liking Given the assumption the student-instructor relationship is interpersonal,
it is necessary to examine not only how much students perceive the instructor to
care about them, but how much students perceive they will like the instructor (Mar-
tin & Dowson, 2009). Scholars argue multiple benefits exist when students like
their instructor: students may engage more in class (Myers et al., 2018), may feel
increased motivation (Frymier, 1994), or may experience increased affective learn-
ing (Frymier, 2016); therefore, instructors need to recognize strategies they can

@ Springer



Education and Information Technologies (2023) 28:6075-6092 6081

implement when sending technologically-mediated out-of-class communication to
generate feelings of liking.

Affinity-seeking strategies are those which result in increased liking. One such
strategy is the use of immediacy cues (e.g., emoji). Teven (2007a), in a study of
supervisors and subordinates, found a link between nonverbal immediacy and liking.
Given the comparable, hierarchical relationship between instructors and students,
similar outcomes would be expected here. Additionally, users were more likely
to use increased textisms — mediated, relational cues — when they liked their con-
versation partner (Adams et al., 2018); this can be expanded to presume students
will be more likely to communicate back if they like their instructor. In addition to
exploring students’ perceptions of caring (from the instructor), we must also exam-
ine students’ perceptions of liking (of an instructor), and thus, we ask the following
research question:

RQg: How does varied emoji use impact perceived liking?

2 Method

The current study is part of a larger experiment that manipulated both emojis
(none,@,,) and instructor gender (male [Scott], female [Sarah], and undis-
closed [S.]) in a 4 X3 experimental design. This study builds on the increased confi-
dence in findings from experimental methods (Waldeck & LaBelle, 2016) to balance
the lack of experimental research on initial impressions (Harnish & Bridges, 2011).
This study replicates past research (i.e., Vareberg & Westerman, 2020) to extend the
results to other conditions and circumstances. In what follows, we discuss the par-
ticipants, procedures, experimental manipulations, and measures used.

2.1 Participants

Respondents were 419 students from a mid-sized Midwestern university. Sixteen
were removed due to an error in the Qualtrics display and 35 were removed for
incomplete or inconsistent responses, leaving a sample of 368 participants (between
28-32 per condition). Participants ages ranged from 18 to 46 (M =20.83, SD=4.36);
three did not disclose. Most respondents had not received an email from an instruc-
tor with an emoji used (N=283, 76.9%). Full demographics are available in Table 1.

2.2 Procedures

Procedures for this study closely followed those used in Vareberg and Wester-
man (2020). After receiving IRB approval, we collected data through a university list-
serv. Importantly, data collection occurred in January 2020, just before the COVID-19
pandemic and online learning migration. Students first saw the informed consent and,
upon clicking to begin, indicated their agreement and willingness to participate. Par-
ticipants were randomly assigned to one of 12 experimental conditions. The condi-
tions contained the following welcome email for an undisclosed course:
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Demographics ’ :

Gender
Male 136 37.0%
Female 225 61.1%
Undisclosed 6 1.6%

Race/Ethnicity
African American 4 1.1%
American Indian 1 0.3%
Asian/Pacific Islander 12 3.3%
Caucasian 329 89.4%
Latino/Hispanic 4 1.1%
Middle Eastern 2 0.5%
Self-Identified 5 1.4%
Undisclosed 11 2.9%

Class Status
Freshmen 166 45.1%
Sophomore 55 14.9%
Juniors 55 14.9%
Seniors 85 23.1%
Undisclosed 7 1.9%

Greetings students:

My name is [Instructor Name], and I will be your instructor this semester. I
am looking forward to our work together throughout the course. [manipula-
tion]

The syllabus for our class is posted to Blackboard. Please make sure to pur-
chase your textbook prior to the first day of class. If you have any questions,
please let me know. [manipulation]

See you in class,

Prof. [Instructor Name]

Following the email, students answered two open-ended questions regarding the
literal meaning (i.e., “What message is being conveyed by this email message?”’)
and the perceived meaning (i.e., “Is this the message the instructor is trying to con-
vey?”) of the email. Students responded to measures for mediated immediacy, per-
ceived instructor credibility, and liking, and provided relevant demographics.

2.3 Measures

Mediated Immediacy Immediacy was measured using O’Sullivan et al.’s (2004)
mediated immediacy scale. The 10 items measure immediacy perceptions on a 1-7
semantic differential scale. Participants responded to bipolar adjective pairs (e.g.,
“distant/close” and “unkind/kind”), with higher numbers representing more per-
ceived immediacy. A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted, and after
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removing one item (i.e., disclosing/ nondisclosing) because of low factor loadings,
the goodness-of-fit statistics for the model were: y2=76.96, (p<0.001); df=22;
comparative fit index (CFI)=0.98; and root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA)=0.082, demonstrating an acceptable fit. This scale has a reliability
(Cronbach’s a) of 0.94.

Credibility Credibility was measured using the multidimensional scale from
McCroskey and Teven (1999), including competence, character, and caring. Par-
ticipants answered 18 questions total, six items on each dimension, using semantic
differential scales from 1-7 (e.g., competence: “incompetent/competent”; charac-
ter: "immoral/moral”; caring: “insensitive/ sensitive”). Responses were recoded so
higher numbers represented more positive perceptions. A CFA was conducted on
each subdimension. After removing one item because of low factor loadings (“self-
centered/not self-centered" from caring dimension), the goodness-of-fit statistics for
the model were: y2=353.16, (p<0.001); df=115; CFI=0.94; and RMSEA =0.074,
demonstrating an acceptable fit. Reliability (Cronbach’s «) for this scale were: com-
petence=0.91; caring=0.87; and, character=0.89.

Liking Liking was measured using Frymier’s (1994) Liking Scale. Participants
responded to nine bipolar adjective pairs (e.g., “likeable/dislikable” and “pleasant/
unpleasant”), with higher numbers reflecting a more positive perceived liking. A
CFA was conducted on the 9-item measurement. After removing two items because
of low factor loadings (i.e., “humorous/humorless” and “not respectable/respect-
able”), the goodness-of-fit statistics for the model were: y2=41.98, (p<0.001);
df=12; CFI=0.98; and RMSEA =0.082, demonstrating an acceptable fit. This scale
has a reliability (Cronbach’s ) of 0.90.

2.4 Qualitative analysis

As a complement to the quantitative methods, the two open-ended questions pro-
vided a deeper look into the thought processes and feelings associated with students’
answers. To parse this qualitative data in a productive, meaningful way, answers
were strategically analyzed and organized through an iterative process (Luker,
2008). Throughout this cyclical analysis, themes began to emerge, which will be
elaborated on further below. This way of analyzing qualitative data lends the advan-
tages of insight and flexibility that ensure all possibilities are considered and accom-
modated within the results of a study.

2.5 Results

We used univariate analysis of variance (ANOVA) to examine how varied emoji use
impacts RQ2) perceived immediacy, RQ3) perceived competence, RQ4) perceived
trustworthiness, RQS5) perceived caring, and RQ6) perceived liking. Levine (2013)
argues the use of MANOVA increases the number of significance tests, adding to
rather than eliminating Type I error. We employ multiple ANOVAs for reasons
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outlined in Huberty and Morris (1989): our interest is in each outcome variable
as opposed to how they interrelate; this study is exploratory in that it is currently
unknown how the emojis selected will impact selected outcome variables; and fol-
lowing similar analytical procedures to previous research yields comparable data.

Results from the ANOVA revealed significant main effects between emoji use
and study variables (see Table 2). Perceived immediacy, competence, trustworthi-
ness, caring, and liking were statistically impacted by instructor emoji use. No inter-
action effects were found between instructor emoji use and instructor gender.

Post hoc analysis revealed specific differences between the emojis used and study
variables (see Table 3). Emails using no emojis resulted in the highest levels of per-
ceived competence and perceived character. Emails using an emoji resulted in the
highest levels of perceived caring — except for the(?)which was met with lower per-
ceived caring even when compared to no emoji use. Emails using theggjand@emo-
jis resulted in increased perceived immediacy and perceived liking when compared
to other conditions.

2.6 Emojis and context

To answer RQI regarding the impact of context on emoji interpretation, we con-
ducted a comparative and inductive analysis of the open-ended responses. Impor-
tantly, an emoji carries vague meaning alone, but amongst other social cues
— messages, a sender, and a recipient — meaning forms. Students offered positive

Table 2 Between-Subjects

ANOVAS Source Df SS MS F P
Immediacy
Factor 3 53.75 17.92 16.26 <.001
Error 356 392.24 1.10 - -
Competence
Factor 3 115.31 38.44 34.59 <.001
Error 356 395.59 1.11 - -
Caring
Factor 3 46.39 15.46 12.65 <.001
Error 356 435.19 1.22 - -
Character
Factor 3 64.04 21.35 21.94 <.001
Error 356 346.39 97 - -
Liking
Factor 3 36.75 12.25 10.81 <.001
Error 356 403.41 1.13 - -

The dependent variable for each ANOVA is specified in the table
spanner above each set of results. The various email emoji condi-

tions (four groups: none,@,,) served as the factor in all

ANOVAs
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Table 3 Post hoc analysis

None =y Face-With-Tears- Tongue
. § ticking-Out
Winking Face - Sticking-Oul
Of-Joy - @
Face -
M SD M SD M sD M D

Credibility — Competence 5.23, 1.05 4.66y, 1.19 3.81, 1.00 4.03, .94

Credibility — Character 5.22, 1.01 4.81, 1.07 4.18, .93 4.30, 92
Credibility — Caring 4.61, 1.31 5.14, 1.04 4.13, 1.12 4.68, .94
Perceived Immediacy 4.87, 1.38 5.76, .89 4.87, 1.02 5.43, .87
Perceived Liking 491, 1.18 5.39, 1.06 4.50, 1.02 5.08, 1.01

Means with different subscripts differ at p <.05 using Scheffe post hoc comparison

9

impressions of instructors who used emojis, viewing the instructor as “fun,” “cas-
ual,” or “laid back.” These interpretations showed the potential benefits of emoji use
for instructors hoping to create a good impression. However, the more the emoji
diverged from the students’ expectations given the context (i.e., instructor email),
the more this positive interpretation was met with skepticism and uncertainty. This
theme is explored below.

Theggwas interpreted as “creepy” or “unprofessional” — perhaps associating the
emoji with its cultural connotations of suggestiveness. Much as a wink at someone
in real life may be misconstrued for flirting, the winking emoji was easily read with
discomfort. Students, however, were also likely to let this instructor off the hook.
One participant went as far as to argue, “I don’t think he is attempting to appear
creepy at all; probably just cheerful, but the winking emoji is strange at best.” Winks
are, by definition, ambiguous, so it is plausible students read this emoji as more fun
than unprofessional. Regardless, if not properly matched to context, an emoji might
create potential issues rather than camaraderie.

The()was met with more divergent interpretations. Though students felt the
emoji provided some level of friendliness, many regarded the instructor as mis-
using the emoji. Though students also described the professor using this emoji as
“friendly” and “relaxed,” these characteristics were accompanied by perceptions of
the instructor as “old,” “out of the loop,” or “trying too hard to be relatable” — all
potential threats to one’s projected credibility. The fact that the emoji may have been
intended positively was largely their saving grace.

The(g)was labeled by some students as explicitly inappropriate given the message
being sent. When an email used this emoji, students perceived the instructor to be
laughing at them, or even at the idea of the class in general: “The professor may not
be fully invested in his class,” said one student, while others repeated a variation of
“class is a joke to him.” Students articulated that emoji use could be positive, in the
right context, but that using emojis may simply be a misstep, especially as that use
deviates from expectations. The mixed impressions created by the inclusion of emo-
jis demonstrate a narrow path of acceptability that instructors may navigate, should
they choose to pursue this route.
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3 Discussion

Instructors can begin forming relationships with students before a semester begins.
This may be aided through textisms such as emojis (Vareberg & Westerman, 2020).
Our results extend past findings by examining how varying emojis (e.g2.(OS
&) influence student impressions. Instructors who use emojis in their messages
appeared more caring, more immediate, and more likable but less competent and
trustworthy. As the emoji deviated from the expected context, students’ views of
instructors worsened. Below, we discuss what this means for instructor impression
building and offer practical ways instructors can use emojis in their messages. We
also offer limitations and future directions based on these results.

3.1 Different emojis, different meanings

Instructors begin to form impressions through their first communication. For
instructors who choose to, emojis are a usable textism to influence students’ impres-
sions of instructors. Overall, emoji use negatively impacted competence and charac-
ter (excluding(®)) and positively impacted caring, immediacy, and liking. Because
not all emojis behaved similarly, however, our discussion focuses on how each emoji
influenced students’ perception of the message and messenger.

Interestingly, the winking face emoji appeared to be the safest option. Consist-
ent with past studies (see Vareberg & Westerman, 2020), in email conditions with
the winking face, students perceived the instructor as more caring, more immediate,
more likable, and less competent. Respondents seemed to appreciate the message
and read the email in a positive manner (Cherbonnier & Michinov, 2022). Students
reasoned this instructor was potentially out-of-touch but relatively easy-going. How-
ever, we offer that perhaps students did not see the emoji or saw it as graphically
similar to a smiley (i.e., © vs.). Perhaps the exclusion of color made it less obvi-
ous to receivers when compared to the(i.e., blue tears) or the@(i.e., red tongue).

The remaining emojis had more negative impacts on impressions given the con-
text of the message. Though participants generally responded positively to instruc-
tors’ use of emojis (Cherbonnier & Michinov, 2022), their specific interpretations
of the cues were less consistent. Students perceived instructors sending the tongue-
sticking-out emoji as potentially likable and immediate, indicators of potential
interpersonal relationships (Frymier & Houser, 2000; Frymier et al., 2019) but not
as trustworthy. This conflicts with Vareberg and Westerman (2020) who found no
impacts on trustworthiness. Students, however, viewed this instructor’s emoji choice
with skepticism, which may have prompted the decrease in trustworthiness.

The face-with-tears-of-joy emoji did not yield positive impressions. More than oth-
ers, theggywas perceived as potentially detrimental to students’ impressions of instruc-
tors. Though past findings indicated positive impacts toward caring and immediacy at
the expense of competence (Vareberg & Westerman, 2020), the(gnegated these posi-
tive impacts. Students viewed the instructor as making a joke about the message, about
them, or about the class in a way that demonstrated a lack of seriousness (Willoughby
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& Liu, 2018). The face did not reveal the instructor’s personality so much as it added
to students’ uncertainty.

Holistically, findings suggest emoji use (excluding the face-with-tears-of-joy)
sparked increased perceptions for several key variables (i.e., caring, immediacy, and
liking). This does not, however, eliminate the potential drawbacks of competence
and, in some cases, character. Emojis were generally interpreted positively (Cher-
bonnier & Michinov, 2022) and as genuinely well-intended. Students did make one
thing very clear: the emoji must match the context. The current findings demonstrate
students notice these cues and consider them in their interpretations of the message
and the messenger.

3.2 Practical implications

Instructors face multiple decisions when communicating with students, but only
have one opportunity to make a first impression. An email including emojis may
be a strong tool to build these impressions and, resultingly, relationships (Legg &
Wilson, 2009; Vareberg et al., 2020). Our results indicate instructors who use emo-
jis in their opening message were perceived as closer, more caring, and more lik-
able, but these benefits were in tension with decreases in competence and character.
An instructor’s choice, then, is to put forth the right face for the context. We offer
insight into how that might occur.

First, not all emojis are created equal. The current study indicates students do
notice emojis and, resultingly, develop different impressions of instructors. When
choosing whether to insert an emoji, instructors weigh the benefits against the draw-
backs and ensure the emoji is right for the context of the message. Instructors wish-
ing to build relationships with students early in the semester might find an emoji is
worth it, especially if competence can be made up for during the semester through
discussions, lectures, and activities. Of course, this is not meant to suggest the
winking emoji should be used in an opening email; quite the contrary, we advo-
cate for smart, mindful emoji inclusion. Students read each cue as something about
their instructor. Importantly, the more inappropriately perceived the emoji was, the
more strongly students seemed to react. Students were inclined, however, to assume
instructors were using emojis incorrectly but with good intentions. Especially early,
more neutral emojis might be more appropriate.

While impressions do alter over time, they start and are established early. Early
impressions become difficult to drastically shift as time passes (Asch, 1946; Kohlan,
1973). Emojis are a form of personality disclosure. Instructors can utilize these cues
in strategic ways to reveal parts of their personalities to students. Instructors do not
have to disclose everything on day one, but a()goes a long way — and students do
seem to recognize and reward authenticity. When communicating through technol-
ogy, instructors have flexibility when developing student relationships — in that a
first impression is not restricted to the first minutes of the first day of class. Past
scholars call for more attention to the role of impressions in instructor-student rela-
tionships (Teven & Katt, 2016). The current evidence indicates textisms like emojis
fuel this relational development when used appropriately for the context.
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3.3 Limitations

This study is not without limitations. First, email as the primary form of medi-
ated communication seems antiquated; critiques exist that emails are not used by
students. On many campuses, however, email is still the official means of commu-
nication. Students report email is a more professional means of communication
(Chromey et al., 2016), so while not popular, email is still a significant form of tech-
nologically-mediated out-of-class communication. We recommend future studies
explore the use of various tools (e.g., Zoom, Slack, Remind), as some may allow for
varying levels of interpersonal relationships.

Second, relying on source credibility may pose problems. Myers et al. (2018) rec-
ommend a reconceptualization of the credibility construct, arguing that while “stu-
dents generally associated instructor competence with content expertise, instructor
character with integrity, and instructor caring with responsiveness,” these are not the
only associations. They continued, noting “instructor affect for students and verbal
fluency conveyed competence; instructor immediacy, flexibility, and promotion of
understanding conveyed character; and instructor accommodation and accessibility
conveyed caring” (p. 137). More work should be done to disentangle the cues of
source credibility, especially in mediated environments.

3.4 Future research

Future work should unpack the limits to the effect of emojis on impression develop-
ment. Nussbaum and Scott (1980) warned that instructors may try too hard to appear
relationally similar. Evidence from the current study supports this. Though some
students forgave instructors for inappropriate emoji use, others viewed the instructor
as out-of-step or trying too hard. Future research should seek a limit or boundary to
the relational benefits of emoji use by examining how the placement or frequency of
emojis shifts students’ impressions.

Second, future work should build model explanations for impression develop-
ment. Currently, each impression is viewed in isolation, but Asch (1946) suggests
we do not form impressions as such; rather, we form a picture of the whole person,
and thus, some impressions might decrease while others increase — and that all of
this affects the overall impression. Future work might explore whether students feel
they would approach or avoid instructors who use textisms. We can hypothesize stu-
dents would approach instructors, but without future research, this question remains
unanswered.

Last, future research should explore the complex relationship between emoji use
and gender. Past research (Vareberg & Westerman, 2020) found no relationship
between a student’s impression of the instructor who used emojis and the instruc-
tor’s gender; however, this did not account for the receiver’s gender. Given the
expressive nature of emojis, their use is often associated with women, so naturally
one might expect female students to interpret emojis differently than male students.
Future research should explore these relationships more fully.
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4 Conclusion

Instructors balance several choices when considering out-of-class communica-
tion with students, especially through mediated channels, and each decision might
influence students’ impressions. In this study, the use of emojis in a welcome email
shifted students’ perceptions of their instructors, either for better or for worse. Ulti-
mately, instructors must balance establishing positive first impressions through
emojis with maintaining professionalism. To do this, instructors should ensure they
include emojis that are appropriate for the context.

Data availability The datasets generated during and/or analyzed during the current study are available
from the corresponding author upon reasonable request.
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