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THE MICROLANGUAGE OF THE VISUAL INTERFACE:
EMOJIS, REACTIONS, LIKES

Summary. The article examines the microlanguage
of the visual interface as an emerging and increasingly
autonomous layer of digital communication, including emojis,
reactions, likes, and other graphic elements that are gradually
forming their own system of signs and usage norms. These
units perform paralinguistic functions traditionally associated
with intonation, facial expressions, and gestures in offline
interaction, and they are capable not only of accompanying
but also fully replacing verbal messages, thus creating self-
contained communicative acts.

The article is based on contemporary linguistic,
sociolinguistic, and pragmatic approaches, along with
a review of empirical research highlighting the role of visual
microelements in creating discourse tone, marking speaker’s
attitude, and maintaining social connections. Special attention
is given to cultural, generational, and platform-based
variations in symbol interpretation, as well as to instances
of reinterpretation driven by collective use and evolving digital
norms. The functions of emojis and reactions are analyzed as
acts of economical communication that can serve as phatic
signals, tools of solidarity or distancing, instruments of irony
or sarcasm, and markers of group identity. The article also
addresses the influence of platform-specific “visual grammar”
on meaning shifts, semantic change, and the emergence
of context-dependent interpretations.

Combining theoretical and pragmatic analysis, this study
analyzes examples from various digital platforms (Facebook,
Twitter/X, messengers, corporate chats), synthesizes findings
on the impact of emojis on both interpersonal and intergroup
interaction, and demonstrates how these elements evolve into
fully functional units of digital language with their own rules
and restrictions. The results can be applied in sociolinguistic
studies, intercultural communication analysis, media literacy
research, and the development of automated systems for
interpreting emotional signals in online environments.

Key words: emoji, visual interface, paralinguistic code,
digital discourse, phatic communication, semantic shift,
platform grammar, online interaction.

Problem statement. In the modern digital environment, com-
munication increasingly goes beyond the traditional verbal format.
Emojis, reactions, likes and other micro-elements of the visual
interface are becoming universal (albeit culturally variable) mark-
ers of emotions, social connections and communicative intentions.
They perform paralinguistic functions that in offline communication
have been expressed by intonation, facial expressions and gestures,
and can replace verbal responses in some digital contexts. This
creates a new layer of digital language, which significantly affects
the semantics and pragmatics of online discourse and requires sci-

entific understanding for linguistic, sociolinguistic and cross-cul-
tural research.

Theoretical background. Current research [1; 2; 3; 4] consid-
ers emojis mainly as a supplement to text, performing the functions
of non-verbal communication in written format. The paralinguistic
approach [5] emphasizes their role as graphic equivalents of gestures
and intonations. Empirical work [6; 7] demonstrates their impact on
feelings of closeness, reaction speed and the quality of interpersonal
relationships, while other studies [8; 9] focus on cultural and gen-
erational differences in the interpretation of symbols. At the same
time, other questions remain insufficiently studied: how micro-ele-
ments of the interface shape the tone and semantic accents of online
discourse; how interpretation depends on the platform and its visual
“grammar”.

The goal of this research is to analyze the microlanguage
of the visual interface (emojis, reactions, likes) as elements
of the paralinguistic code that form the tone of online discourse,
change its semantics, and serve as tools for social interaction. The
article is therefore aimed at determining their functions in interper-
sonal, group, and public communication, as well as at pinpointing
cultural and platform variations in interpretation.

Results and discussion. The genesis of emoji. In the world
of digital communication, where the messaging speed is rapidly
increasing, visual elements of language — in particular emojis —
have transformed from simple emotional replicas into important
semantic and pragmatic units. To understand this transformation, it
is important to turn to the historical context.

The origins of emoji can be traced back to early emoticons (such
as :-) or _(¥)_"), which appeared in digital communications back
in the 1980s. Due to the initial “impersonality” of Internet com-
munication, as well as the limited capabilities of the first computer
networks, which were unable to transmit complex audio and video
information, users were limited in expressing and conveying
the emotional context of messages — functions that are performed
in oral speech by intonation, facial expressions, and gestures. With
the development of the mobile Internet and instant messengers,
the Japanese company NTT Docomo created the first set of icons
in 1999, which laid the foundations of the modern emoji standard.

It is interesting to note that, despite the multitude of existing
emoji and animated images, various emoticons still remain a signifi-
cant element of electronic communication. The popularity of emoti-
cons has been traced in academic and applied research, from Twitter
analyses to corporate chats and sociolinguistic studies [10].

The emergence of new emoticons is driven by the creative needs
of the virtual community. They play an important role in conveying
emotions, communication style, and cultural context, especially in
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texting, business, and medical environments [11]. Although emoti-
cons have gradually been replaced by emojis, they still remain
a living phenomenon among some user groups (especially in less
digitally developed regions) [12].

As observed by the researchers, we are watching the birth
of a new type of language. Emoji assist in a peculiarly modern task:
conveying emotional layer in short, online utterances [13]. As Vyvyan
Evans notes, “Emoji can help: it fulfils a similar function in digital
communication to gesture, body language and intonation in spoken
interaction” [1; 33]. This verifies the idea that emojis act as paralin-
guistic markers that compensate for the absence of non-verbal signals
in the textual environment, performing functions such as:

— conveying emotional tone (@ — anger, @ - affection),

— establishing phatic communication (&) — greeting, /& — con-
firmation),

— subtext, irony or sarcasm (@), @, @).

The fundamental concept of paralanguage, according to George
Trager, includes all non-verbal modal elements that accompany
speech: intonation, pauses, facial expressions, etc. In the digital
environment, these functions are performed by visual paralinguis-
tic code — in particular, emoji, GIF reactions, stickers. In essence,
emojis, reactions, and other microelements are “adaptive mod-
ules” of language — the same as words or grammar once were.
As researchers note, “Language should be viewed as a multitude
of communication techniques developed in response to selective
pressure and human needs” [5].

According to Gretchen McCulloch [2], emojis do not create
a new language, but are a new form of gesture in written commu-
nication — they convey what words cannot express: the tone, mood,
and social position of the speaker. They not only “express feelings”,
but also perform a phatic function (according to R. Jakobson), main-
taining contact, indicating intention (even without text) and creating
a social codification of relationships (for example, the use of @ in
a work chat or @ between friends).

The classic “Like” is one of the oldest examples of paralan-
guage that functions today as a social affirmative modality. In most
cases, like does not mean “I like it” in the literal sense, but rather
performs a phatic function: it establishes and maintains a connec-
tion, confirms presence or recognition — especially in group online
discussions, chats, comments.

This phatic gesture is something between a digital nod
and a facial expression. That is why like is often used in formal
or semi-formal contexts as a neutral interface feedback, without
unnecessary semantic layers. It denotes participation, but does not
always mean agreement or sympathy — therefore, it functions more
as a grammar of engagement than as a token in the traditional sense.
As researchers conclude, “In an age where we write more than ever,
emoji is the new language of the heart” [13].

Structure of the microlanguage: emojis, reactions, likes
and their combinations

The microlanguage of the digital interface consists of small but
highly functional units of communication that form the paralin-
guistic level of online language. Unlike full-fledged textual utter-
ances, these elements have a semi-verbal, graphic-semantic nature,
and at the same time perform pragmatic, social and emotional func-
tions.

Modern emoji communication goes beyond the simple trans-
mission of emotions. Visual symbols such as @, @, @ increas-
ingly serve as semantic markers of participation, emotional valida-

tion and even existential “marks” — that is, non-verbal statements
that replace verbal cues, maintain communication or signal social
closeness.

In the digital environment, a “smile” or “heart” does not nec-
essarily mean “joy” or “love” in the literal sense — more often they
are linguistic markers of agreement, support, approval, working in
a phatic mode, solidifying the relationship between the participants
in communication. Such emojis increasingly function as signatures
of status — similar to “I am here and I hear you,” or even as “lexical
surrogates" [4] of “hmm” or “uh-huh” in oral communication.

Facebook introduced its own reaction system in 2016, allowing
users to express a wider range of emotions using five additional
options to the usual “like”: @ Love, © Haha, & Wow, ® Sad, ®
Angry. This innovation was supposed to facilitate tonal expression,
especially for emotionally complex content — for example, news
about death or loss, where the usual “Like” is no longer suitable.

From the point of view of linguistics, these words have dif-
ferent grammatical categories: “Love” is a noun or verb; “Sad”
and “Angry” are adjectives; “Wow” and “Haha” are interjectional
emotional exclamations. This creates a certain cognitive effect: by
choosing a reaction, the user, in essence, completes an informal
sentence (like “I love this”, “This makes me angry”, or expresses
delight or amazement (“Wow!”)). Although this process is not con-
scious, it is an important pragmatic gesture — a mini-communication
beyond the text, containing tone, attitude, hidden message [14].

Recent studies have shown that the range of emotional reac-
tions in social networks depends largely on the topic of the content.
A systematic review published in Frontiers in Sociology (2024)
analyzed the results of empirical works devoted to the relationship
between the type of publications and user reactions. The meta-anal-
ysis showed that posts of an entertaining or entertaining-comedic
nature mainly receive positive reactions (Love, Haha), and political
or crisis topics — a wider emotional range, including negative reac-
tions (Sad, Angry), depending on the content [8].

Therefore, Facebook reactions are not just a click. They are
small speech acts that transmit emotional, interpretive and social
signals. Depending on the context, they can be direct (Love, Sad) or
ambiguous (Haha — from sincere laughter to irony). Such linguistic
heterogeneity creates an interesting tension between the simplicity
of the interface and the semantic depth of communication.

Pragmatics: functioning in discourse. The microvisual
units of the digital interface do not simply add emotional color-
ing to the text. They perform a pragmatic function: they modify
the meaning of the message, determine the interpretive context,
signal the speaker’s intentions, and often — reconfigure the very per-
formativity of the message. It is in the pragmatic dimension that
they become active elements of digital language.

One of the main pragmatic mechanisms of emoji is strengthen-
ing or adjusting the tone of the message. For example, the phrase
“Nice.” can be neutral by itself, but with the addition of @ it
acquires a shade of sincere sympathy, while with @ it signals irony
or passive contempt. “I saw your post” usually just means “I saw
your post”, but “I saw your post & acquires the meaning “[ saw
it and [ am closely watching you / This is something interesting or
suspicious”. In these cases, the emoji acts as a contextual operator,
creating a parallel interpretive layer, often contradictory to the lit-
eral one.

As research and social observations show, among Generation Z,
the emoji “¢4” is losing its traditional meaning of approval and is
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increasingly perceived as a cold end to a conversation or a passive-
aggressive gesture. For example, one Gen Z user noted that
a “thumbs-up” conveys “I'm here, but I won’t add anything more” [9].

At the same time, statistical analyses record a significant per-
ception of “thumbs-up” as sarcastic or passive-aggressive among
younger generations, in contrast to older ones, who interpret it as
simple support [9]. Central to this shift is the frequent use of emoji,
which leads to semantic “saturation” or “fatigue” of the insult - its
meaning loses sincerity and becomes a marker of distance or termi-
nation of contact [15].

Inpolitical or emotionally charged online discussions, the choice
of visual reaction serves the function of social/ideological position-
ing. For example, on Facebook or Twitter (X), under publications
about controversial topics, users often choose reactions rather than
words as a way to express support or opposition:

- ¥ (Love) — support, solidarity

— @ (Angry) — anger, disapproval

- © (Sad) — sympathy, grief

- © (Haha) — often used as a form of ridicule or sarcasm,
particularly in political discussions

Such reactions function as economical discursive acts —
micro-messages that allow us to quickly and publicly “mark our
position” without engaging in verbal polemics. As researchers
affirm, “We also use emoji to convey a sort of ambient presence,
when words aren’t appropriate” [13]. In this sense, emoji and reac-
tions become a language of soft protest, solidarity, or resistance,
which is especially important in highly conflictual information
environments.

Moreover, recent research demonstrates that emojis are not only
paralinguistic markers in text, but also prosodic indicators in spoken
language [16]. Emojis, despite their visual nature, have a prosodic
“shadow” in speech and influence how people speak, even when they
speak messages that would contain emojis in written form. Thus,
emojis indirectly structure verbal communication even when they are
visually absent, opening up new perspectives for research on digital
pragmatics and the evolution of language in multimodal space.

Cultural implications and platform modes of visual lan-
guage. Current empirical research confirms that emojis serve as
affective signals that enhance feelings of closeness and reactive pres-
ence in digital communication. For example, experimental studies
show that including emojis in text responses increases the percep-
tion of the interlocutor’s “responsibility/responsiveness” — and as
a result, liking, feelings of closeness and relationship satisfaction
increase. The latest major example is PLOS ONE [6]: emojis
are shown to increase the perception of promptness of response
and thereby enhance closeness and quality of relationships.

Separate studies and review articles confirm the practical effects
of emojis in group and professional interactions. Zhang et al. [7]
show that in team contexts, positive emojis can reduce the distance
between the manager and subordinates, reduce the feeling of objec-
tification and increase creativity/mutual trust; however, the impact
often depends on the roles, platform, and expectations of profes-
sional etiquette. In corporate messengers (Slack, Teams, Discord,
etc.), emojis act as “social glue” they sometimes lead to faster
emotional synchronization of the group, but at the same time can
create misunderstandings or seem unprofessional in other contexts.

There is an opinion that emojis simplify language—they shorten
the text, impoverish syntax, reduce expressiveness. However,
the opposing position [1; 2; 3] emphasizes that emojis are a paralin-
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guistic extension, not a replacement. They add to the message tone,
connotation, and social frame that were previously lost in writing.
This creates a new form of paratextual modality, where the mean-
ing is not declared directly, but is implied through the image, for
example: “Okay.” # “Okay @” # “Okay @”. These utterances have
the same syntax, but completely different semantic coloring.

Each platform forms its own “visual grammar” through emoji
design, UX structure and display policy. Even with the universal
Unicode standard, emojis look different on iOS, Android, Win-
dows — because of this, they can change the emotional impression
and cause misunderstandings [17].

Users of certain platforms (e.g. Facebook, Twitter, Discord)
also prefer different reactions, which indicates the formation of sep-
arate “modal dialects” within digital communication.

Conclusions and further research prospects. The analysis
shows that emojis, likes and reactions in digital communication have
transformed from decorative elements into an independent microl-
anguage capable of modifying or even replacing verbal expression.
They function as linguistic modifiers that influence the tone, inten-
tions and social positioning of communication participants.

These visual units perform the role of paralinguistic gram-
mar, compensating for the absence of non-verbal signals in writ-
ing and forming their own system of communicative norms. At
the same time, they embody the principle of lexical economy, con-
veying a significant amount of emotional and social information
with minimal means.

Our research also confirms that the microlanguage of the visual
interface is not universal — its interpretation depends on the cultural,
age and platform context. This creates conditions for the emergence
of “platform dialects” and semantic shifts, which poses a challenge
for cross-platform communication.

Prospects for further research include: 1) studying cross-plat-
form variations of meanings; 2) analyzing the pragmatic evolu-
tion of individual symbols; 3) modeling algorithms for automatic
recognition of emotional and social connotations of emoji. Thus,
the microlanguage of the visual interface becomes not only a topic
of linguistic analysis, but also an object for interdisciplinary
research, where technology, culture, and emotional intelligence
intersect.
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Yupsonuii O. MikpoMoBa Bi3yaJbHOro intepdeiicy

AHoTauis. Y cTaTTi po3nIsLAa€THCS MIKPOMOBA B13yaIbHOIO
inTepdeiicy sk HoBUH IuacT HU(POBOI KOMyHiKalii, IO
BKJIIOYAE €MOJI31, peaKLil, «1aiikuy» Ta iH rpadivyHi e1eMEeHTH,
SKi IOCTYHNOBO (POPMYIOTh BJIAaCHYy CHCTEMY 3HAKIB 1 HOpPM

BukopucTaHHs. L[i OTUHMIII BHUKOHYIOTH MapajiHBICTUYHI
GyHKIIT, TpaIUIfHO TpUTAMaHHI IHTOHALIIT, MiMILli Ta )KeCcTaM
B o¢aliH-CIIJIKYBaHHI, 1 34aTHI HE JHIIE CYNPOBOIKYBAaTH,
aje 1 IOBHICTIO 3aMiHIOBAaTH BepOajbHE I10BIJOMJICHHS,
CTBOPIOIOYH CaMOJIOCTAaTHI KOMYHIKaTHBHI aKTH.
Jocmijkenns  Oa3yeTbcss  Ha  aHami3li  CydYacHHX
JIHTBICTUYHHUX,  COINIOJNIHTBICTHYHUX Ta MNparMaTUYHUAX
MiAXOMIB, a TaKOK Ha ONISIAI  EMIIPUYHUX pOOIT, M0
BHCBITIIIOIOTh POJIb Bi3yaJIbHUX MIKPOEIEMEHTIB Yy CTBOPEHHI

TOHAJILHOCTI ~ JUCKYpPCY, MapKyBaHHI IO3HULIi  MOBLH,
MiATPUMAaHHI COLiaJIbHUX 3B’ SA3KIB.
OcoOnuBy yBary TPHIUICHO KyJIBTYpHHM, BIKOBUM

Ta ar(GOPMHUM BapialisiM iHTepIpeTarii CHMBOJIIB, @ TAKOXK
BUMAJKaM IXHBOTO MEPEOCMHCIICHHSI 4Yepe3 KOJIEKTHBHY
npaktuky. [I[poananizoBaHo QyHKIIIT eMO/I31 Ta peaKIliil K aKTiB
€KOHOMHOI KOMYHiKallii, 31aTHUX BUKOHYBATH POJIb (haTHUHUX
CUTHAJIIB, IHCTPYMEHTIB COJIiJApHOCTI a00 AMCTaHIiIOBaHHS,
3aco0iB ipOHIl UM capka3My, a TaKOXK SIK MapKepiB IpYHOBOi
imeHTnaHOCTI. OKpeMO pO3IISHYTO BIUIMB IUIATHOPMHOI
«BI3yaybHOT TPAMATHKW HA 3MiHY 3HAYCHb, CEMAHTHYHI 3CyBH
Ta NOSIBY KOHTEKCTHO-3aJIC)KHUX 1HTEPIIpETaIliii.

Pobota moenHye TeopeTMUHMM 1 IparMaTHM4HUI
aHaJI3, aHaji3ye NPUKIAgU 3 Pi3HUX ILUPOBUX IIAThopM
(Facebook, Twitter/X, MeceHmKepH, KOPIOPATUBHI 4YarTH),
y3arajbHIOE Pe3yJbTaTH JOCIIDKEHb 100 BIUIMBY €MOJ3i Ha
MDKOCOOHMCTICHY Ta MIKTPYIIOBY B3a€MOJIIFO Ta JIEMOHCTPYE, 5K
11l €JIEMEHTH CTAOTh IIOBHOI[IHHUMHE OJIMHHISIMH II(PPOBOT MOBH
3 BITACHUMM TIPABUIIAMH if 06MeKeHHIMU. [ pesyssTaTi MOXKyTh
OyTH BUKOPUCTAHI Y COLIOJIIHIBICTUUHUX JOCIIIXKEHHSX, aHai31
MDKKYJIBTYPHOI KOMYyHIKallil, MeIiarpaMOTHOCTI Ta po3poOLi
aBTOMATHYHMX CUCTEM IHTEpIIpeTallii eMOIIHHNX CUTHAIIB.

KiwuoBi ciaoBa: emonsi, Bi3yanpHHH iHTepdeiic,
MapajiHrBICTHYHUN koA, 1MQpoOBUil IHCKypc, (darnyHa
KOMYHIKaIlis, CEMaHTUYHUH 3CYyB, IUIATOpPMHA TpaMaTHKa,
OHJIalH-B3a€MOZS.
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