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Abstract

The study explores verbal emoticons as [ingustic moarkers of emotional expressivity in contemponary
English digital discourse. Unlike graphic emoticons or emojfis, verbal emoticons (e g, haba, ugh, vay, sigh)
Sunction as fexicalised indicators of affective stance and contribute 1o the comstruction of interpersomnal
meaning o online commumication. Drowing on corpus-linguistic me thodelogy,  the research examines
Srequency. collocational patterns. and contextul variabiity of verbal emoticons The analvsis emplovs tools
Srom the Sketch Engine plagiorm to reveal semantic prosody, pragmetic functions, and the distribution of
emaot ore-related lexical lems.

The findings demonstrate that verbal emoticons form o distinet subsvstem of expressive vocabulary
characte rsed by a focbeid grommatical status and figh inge xicalitv of emotional states.

The study reveals tendencies tovward grommeticali zatfon, where orginally expressive and intereciive
Jorms evolve into pragmatic particles and di sconrse markers tha perform modal and imterpersonal fimctions
Positive emoticons feg. haha, vav, awwl are predominantly associated witk soligarity and affiliative
discourse strufegies, whereas negative ones jugh sgh grr) offen convey frony, frustration, or emofional
dli sternictng.

The study comtributes to the broader wndersianding of digital emotion expression. suggesting
verhal emoticons serve not only as moarkers of affect but alse as dynamic discourse strategies shaping onling
fdentity amd imeractiona shie. These findings emhance theore tical perspectives on the interaction between
lamguage, emotion, and digital media, providing empincal insghts fnio the ongoing pragmaticization and
affective evolution of English in compute r-me of ated commumication.

Keywords: verbal emoticons, emotiona! expressivity, digital discowrse. corpus [inguistics,  onfine
commnication. Sketlch Engine.
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L. Introduction.

In recent decades, the study of emotional expression in language has undergone a
significant transformation due to the rapid development of digital communication platforms,
The proliferation of online interaction has generated new linguistic forms that serve to
convey affective meaning, among which verbal emoticons occupy a particularly intriguing
position. Unlike graphic emoticons or emojis, verbal emoticons— lexicalised expressions
such as haha, ugh, yvay, or sigh— operate within the grammatical and lexical system of a
language and thus invite systematic linguistic inquiry. They blur the boundary between
traditional verbal expression and paralinguistic cues, offering a unique insight inio how
emotional meaning s encoded and interpreted in digital contexts.

The problem that motivates this research stems from the limited atiention given to
verbal emoticons in linguistic scholarship. While the wvisual dimension of emotion
representation online has been exiensively explored in the works of Dresner and Herning
(2010), Riordan (2017), and Danesi (2016), the verbal correlates of emotive signalling have
often been treated peripherally or subsumed under general categories of interjections or
discourse markers. Consequently, the linguistic nature, functional range, and pragmatic roles
of verbal emoticons remain insufficiently defined. This gap highlights the need for an
integrated approach that combines corpus-linguistic methods with insights from pragmatics
and cognitive linguistics w0 map the behaviour of these units i authentic digital
communication.

2. Literature Review.

From a practical perspective, the study of verbal emoticons s particularly relevant for
enhancing models of sentiment anal ysis, emotion detection, and human-computer interaction
systems. Automatic language processing tools often misinterpret verbal emoticons or
overlook their presence, resulting in distortions in assessing emotional tone. By identifying
their formal and semantic characteristics, linguistics can contribute to refining computational
models and enhancing intercultural understanding in online environments,

This paper aims to address the research gap by conducting a corpus-based analysis of
verbal emoticons in English digital discourse. Using the Sketch Engine platform, the study
investigates the frequency, collocational behaviour, and contextual variation of key verbal
emoticons across different subgenres of online communication. The analysis also seeks to
determine whether verbal emoticons form a distinet subsystem of expressive vocabulary or
function as fluid pragmatic devices that adapt to context and user intention,

This research builds upon and extends prior studies of digital emotion expression
(Herring, 2019, Pavalanathan & Eisenstein, 2015) by shifting the focus from visual to verbal
markers of affect. It emphasises the role of linguistic creativity and economy in shaping
emotional discourse in digital interaction, Furthermore, the paper situates verbal emoticons
within the broader framework of affective linguistics and discourse pragmatics, contributing
to the theoretical understanding of how speakers negotiate emotional meaning in text-based
environments.

The contribution of this study is twofold. Theoretically, it provides a systematic
description of verbal emoticons as semiotic resources that bridge lexical, grammatical, and
pragmatic domains. Methodologically, it demonstrates the potential of corpus tools for
quantifying emotonal expressivity and exploring emerging forms of language use. In doing
50, the article not only fills a notable gap in linguistic research but also offers valuable
implications for applied linguistics, computational modelling, and digital communication
studies.
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3. Aims and Objectives.

The aim of the article is w determine the linguistic status of verbal emoticons as
markers of emotional expressivity in English digital discourse through a comprehensive
corpus-linguistic analysis of their semantic, pragmatic, and functional-communicative
features.

To achieve this aim, the study sets out the following objectives:

1. To outline the theoretical foundations of emotional expressivity research in
contemporary linguistics within cognitive-discursive and pragmatic frameworks.

2. To review corpus-based approaches to the study of emotional language in digital
environments, with special attention to multimodal communication.

3. To identify the siructural and semantic types of verbal emoticons in English digital
discourse and describe their lexico-grammatical characteristics.

4. To determine the pragmatic functions of verbal emoticons across various genres of
online communication.

5. To explore correlations between form, context, and emotional valence of verbal
emoticons using corpus-driven anal ysis,

6. To trace the main trends in the development of new models of emotional
expressivity in English digital discourse.

7. To summarise the findings and define the contribution of verbal emoticons to the
expansion of the emotional and pragmatic potential of modern English.

4. Methodology.

The methodological framework of the present research integrates corpus linguistics,
cognitive linguistics, and pragmatics to provide a multidimensional analysis of verbal
emoticons in English digital discourse. The study combines both quantitative and qualitative
methods to ensure the reliability and interpretative depth of the findings.

The corpus base of the research includes samples from the British National Corpus
(BNC), the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA), and several specialised
digital corpora representing social media, blogs, and online forums. These sources were
selected to reflect a wide range of communicative contexts, registers, and degrees of
formality typical of English digital interaction,

The selection criteria for verbal emoticons involved linguistic units that replicate or
simulate emotional states through orthographic, phonetic, or lexical vanation (e.g., haha,
ugh, vay, sigh, grr), excluding graphic emoj or purely visual signs. Each instance was
manually verified to ensure contextual relevance and communicative function,

The analytical procedure comprised several stages:

1. Corpus extraction and annotation — verbal emoticons were identified using regular
expressions and manually tagged for emotional valence (positive, negative, neutral) and
communicative function (expressive, phatic, persuasive, etc. ).

2. Quantitative analysis — frequency counts, collocational patterns, and distributional
tendencies were analysed to determine the productivity and contextual vanation of emoticon
usage.

3. Qualitative interpretation — pragmatic and cognitive parameters were examined to
reveal the mechanisms by which verbal emoticons encode affective stance and contribute to
interpersonal meaning-making,

4. Comparative analysis — contrastive observations were made between different digital
genres to highlight the role of communicative setting in shaping emotive expressivity.

The methodological foundation of the research draws upon the principles of corpus-

18
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driven analysis (Tognini-Bonelli, 2001), usage-based linguistics (Biber & Conrad, 2019),
and pragmatuc theory of affect (Kappas, 2011). The integration of these approaches enables a
systematic exploration of how verbal emoticons operate as linguistic tools for emotional
representation, while also revealing the evolving patterns of affective communication in the
English-speaking digital environment.

The material for this research comprises texts of English-language digital discourse
selected from open online platforms, linguistic corpora, and specialised databases. The
empirical basis includes the British National Corpus (BNC), the Corpus of Contemporary
American English (COCA), and the News on the Web Corpus (NOW). The twital volume of
the analysed corpus material amounts to approximately 1.5-million-word tokens, among
which around 4200 contexts contain verbal emoticons or other forms of emotional
expressivity. The representativeness of the sample is ensured by its genre and temporal
diversity, reflecting the evolution of affective strategies in digital communication from the
early 2010s to the mid-2020s. Only those instances were included in the analysis where
verbal emoticons functioned as structurally autonomous uniis or as integral elements of
syntactic constructions capable of conveying emotional evaluation, attitude, or the speaker’s
intention. Contexts in which such units were used onomatopoetically or without expressive
value were excluded.

The corpus data were processed using software tools such as Sketch Engine, AntCone,
LancsBox, and LancasterStats, which enable concordance search, frequency analysis,
collocational profiling, and data visualisation. The use of Skeich Engine provided multi-level
linguistic annotation and automated identification of emotional units within context.

The quantitative analysis was based on statistical indicators of frequency, keyness, and
associative strength (logDice, MI, LLR), allowing for the dentification of the most
productive verbal emoticons and their typical collocational pattemns.

The qualitative analysis employed a cognive-pragmatic approach, aiming to interpret
the semantic and communicative parameters of emotional expressivity. To specify the
contextual functions of verbal emoticons, the study emploved contextual analysis, discourse
analysis, and semantic-pragmatic modelling.

To ensure the reliability and validity of findings, the results were verified through
methodological trnangulation, which combined statistical, linguistic, and interpretative
perspectives on the data.

5. Results and Discussion.

The analysis of the corpus data revealed that verbal emoticons occupy a stable and
increasingly productive position within English digital discourse, functioning as both
linguistic markers of affect and pragmatic tools for managing interpersonal meaning. Across
the examined datasets, 4,217 instances of verbal emoticons were identified, corresponding to
approximately 2.8 occurrences per 1,000 words in informal online communication. This
indicates a noticeable rise compared to earlier studies from the 2000s and early 2010s, where
such units were relatively marginal.

The distribution of verbal emoticons demonstrates genre-specific variation. The highest
concentration of such items was found in social media platforms, where immediacy,
informality, and multimodal expression dominate the communicative environment. In
contrast, online forums and blog comments displaved more conventionalised uses of
emoticons, often integrated syntactically and serving discourse-organising or evaluative
pLrpOSEs.

From a structural perspective, verbal emoticons exhibit a wide range of lexical and
morphological realisations. The most frequent types include onomaiopoetic interjections
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(haha, ugh, sigh) (Fig. 1), reduplicative forms (yayyy, nooo), and stylised orthographic
variants (awww, grrr).
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Figure 1. Corpus-Based Marking of the Linguistic Signal ugh

These forms ofien display phonetic iconicity (Fig. 2) — an imitation of prosodic and
affective cues otherwise unavailable in written communication.
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Figure 2. Phonetic Represeniation of Disgust: The Case of ugh

Notably, 38% of all identified emoticons appear in non-standard orthographic variants,
reflecting users” attempts to convey emotional intensity through spelling elongation (Fig. 3)
or capitalisation.
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Figure 3. Nonstandard Orthographic Elongation in the Expression of Emotion "N 0ooo"

Semantc analysis reveals that verbal emoticons encode a three-dimensional structure
of emotional meaning, encompassing valence, intensity, and stance. Positive emoticons
(haha, yay, aww) constitute approximately 52% of the dataset, while negative forms (ugh,
sigh, grr) account for 34%, and neutral or context-dependent items (hmm, oh) make up 14%.
The prevalence of positive valence indicates the social preference for affiliative and
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supportive interaction online, confirming the findings of Kiesling and Dewaele (2023) on
affective alignment in digital discourse.

Pragmatic mnierpreiation suggests that verbal emoticons fulfil  several key
communicative functions, The expressive function dominates (47%), enabling speakers to
externalise emotional states directly. The phatic function (28%) is associated with
maintaining conversational low and signalling involvement or empathy. The evaluative
function (15%) serves to comment on or modulate the preceding utierance, offien soliening
eriticism o irony. Less frequent, vel noteworthy, is the persuasive function {10%), where
emoticons contribute to stance-taking or rhetorical emphasis:

“Can you help me with this one, pleaaasece & "
w Moxcew donomozmu meni 3 yow, Mde tagaacika En

The emoticon pleaaaseee performs a persuasive function through the combination of
orthographic iconicity (letter elongation to convey emotional intensity) and visual empathy
expressed by the emoji. This interplay enhances the emotional impact and communicative
effectiveness of the request.

Collocational analysis using Sketch Engine revealed recurrent associations between
verbal emoticons and evaluative adjectives (e.g., good, weird awesome, ferrible), as well as
with intensifiers {e.g, so. really, very). Such patterns highlight the semantic interdependence
between emotive markers and appraisal vocabulary. Interestingly, emoticons tend to occur at
syniactic boundaries — particularly afier clauses or between discourse segments — where they
assume a quasi-paralinguistic role analogous to gestures or facial expressions o spoken
communication (Fig, 4).
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Figure 4! Compus-based visualisation of emoticon wsage generated in Sketch Engine

Contextual examination shows that the use of verbal emoticons is highly adaptive to
the communicative siuation. In dialogic exchanges, they frequenily co-occur with direct
address forms (you guys, bro, lol man), functioning as alignment cues that strengthen social
bonding. In monologic contexts such as blogs, they perform a self-presentation role,
constructing an image of authenticity and emotional transparency. This supports
MecCulloch®s (2019) assertion that digital writing blurs the boundaries between spoken and
written modes, facilitating the emergence of “speech-like writing.”

From a discourse perspective, verbal emoticons ofien operate as affective discourse
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markers, organising interactional structure and signalling the speaker’s stance toward content
or audience. Their insertion frequently mitigates potential face-threatening acts — for
example, turning a complaint (ugh, this update sucks) into a socially acceptable expression of
frustration. This pragmatic sofiening aligns with Herring’s (2019) observations on politeness
strategies in online communication,

Quantitatively, the corpus evidence confirms that verbal emoticons are becoming
conventionalised lingwstic resources rather than marginal or ephemeral phenomena. Their
regular syntactic integration and semantic predictability indicate tendencies towards
grammaticalization, where emoticons evolve from purely expressive to multifunctional
pragmatic elements. Similar processes have been observed for interjections and discourse
particles ( Tottie, 2014, Torgersen et al., 2011), suggesting that emoticons are part of broader
mechanisms of language change driven by digital communication.

Qualitative observations also reveal subtle differences in emotional intensity and
discourse framing. Lengthened forms (moooe, yaaay) typically signal heightened affect,
while truncated or minimalist vanants (ha, eh) convey irony, distance, or conversational
economy. This stylisic wvanation contributes to what Yus (2011) terms “affective
polyphony™ — the coexistence of multiple emotional voices within digital discourse.

A notable trend observed in recent years is the emergence of hybnd emoticons, which
combine verbal and graphic elements (e.g., haha &, ugh {)). Such combinations illustrate
the multimodal nature of digital affect, indicating a transitional stage between linguistic and
visual expressivity. The co-occurrence of verbal and graphic markers enhances emotional
clanty, particularly in interculiural communication, where reliance on nonverbal cues can
mitigate misinterpretation,

Another important finding concerns the diachronic dynamics of verbal emoticons. A
frequency comparison between 2013-2016 and 2021-2024 data reveals a 27% increase in
their use, particularly in interactive genres. This growth cormrelates with the global shift
toward informal, personalised, and emotionally engaged modes of online communication. It
also suggests that verbal emoticons perform a compensatory function, filling the expressive
gap left by the textual nature of computer-mediated discourse.

Owerall, the results demonstrate that verbal emoticons have evolved into mtegral
components of affective digital language, functioning not merely as paralinguistic
embellishments but as systematic linguistic strategies for emotional signalling, stance
marking, and relational work. Their semantic fluidity, contextual adaptability, and pragmatic
multifunctionality make them central to understanding the contemporary linguistics of
emotion.

In summary, the study highlights three principal tendencies: (1)the increasing
linguistic conventionalization of verbal emoticons, (2) the functional diversification of their
pragmatic roles, and (3) the integration of emotive meaning into the grammar of digital
discourse.

6. Conclusions.

The conducted study has provided a comprehensive account of verbal emoticons as a
new type of linguistic unit emerging within digital communication, reflecting fundamental
shifis in the ways emotions are verbalised in contemporary English The corpus-based
findings demonstrate that these units are no longer accidental or marg inal elements of speech
but have evolved into stable and functionally significant components of the communicati ve
sysiem.

One of the key results 15 the identification of the tendency toward grammatcalization
and linguistic conventionalization of verbal emoticons. Their regular appearance in syntactic

22
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siruciures, frequency stability, and semantic predictability indicate their gradual
consolidation as linguistic signs with independent pragmatic functions, This process reflecis
broader tendencies in language evolution driven by the digitalisation of communicative
practices,

The research has confirmed that verbal emoticons perform multilevel communicative
roles, combining expressive, phatic, evaluative, and persuasive sirategies. Their
multifunctionality makes them an effective tool for managing interpersonal relations,
particularly in expressing emotional suppori, creating solidarity, reducing communicative
tension, or mitigating critical uilerances,

While the expressive function remains dominant, the growing importance of interactive
and moderating functions has been observed, ensuring cohesion between interlocutors,
Hence, verbal emoticons not only convey emotional states but also serve a social-regulative
role, maintaining a balance between individual and collective emotional expression in digital
interactions,

A significant ouicome of the siudy is the identification of a three-component semantic
structure of verbal emoticons, encompassing emotional valence ( positive, negative, neuiral ),
intensity, and communicative stance of the speaker. This structural model enables a
systematic classification of emoticons as a distinet subclass of emotionally marked
vocabulary in modern English.

The diachronie corpus analysis revealed a consistent increase in the frequency of verbal
emoticons over the past decade, by approximately 25-30%. This rise correlates with
changing communication strategies onented toward emotional openness, nformality, and
personalisation of discourse.

Another major finding s the integration of verbal emoticons inio the grammar of
digital discourse. At the syntactic level, they increasingly function as parenthetical or
postpositional elements signalling the speaker’s affective stance, Pragmatically, they exhibit
features typical of discourse markers, functioning similady to particles, interjections, or
phrasal intensifiers.

A noteworthy observation concems the multimodal integration of verbal and graphic

emotive resources (e.g., haha & ugh: (), indicating the formation of a hybrid emotional
system in which linguistic and visual channels function as complementary. This development
marks the transition from purely textual o multiimodal affective communication,

Corpus data have also confirmed the presence of cognitive-pragmatic mechanisms
through which verbal emoticons influence the interpretation of utterances. Their occurrence
activates specilic emotional frames (“laughier,” “irntation,” “empathy,” etc.), ensuring
shared mental spaces between the sender and receiver of the message.

An essential aspect of the findings is the emergence of affective polyphony in digiial
discourse, where a single message may contain multiple simultaneous emotional layers—
ironic, empathetic, and plavful. This confirms that modem digital communication is not
unidimensional but rather poly-emotional, with meaning constructed not only through
propositional content but also through affective and tonal texture,

In a broader linguistic context, the study’s resulis have both theoretical and practical
significance. Theoretically, they refine the concept of an “emotional marker™ in linguistics,
extending it beyvond the wraditional lexical-semantic paradigm. Practically, they provide a
methodological framework for applying corpus-based and cognilive-pragmatic approaches to
the study of emotional strategies in digital texis,

The practical relevance of the findings lies in their potential application in
computational linguistics, translation studies, emotional text analvtics, and foreign language
education. Data on the frequency, polarity, and functional distribution of verbal emoticons
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may be integrated into automatic emolion recognition sysiems,

The results also contribute to a deeper understanding of cognitive processes underlying
emotional interpretation — how users identify, decode, and transmit affective siznals verbally
in the absence of nonverbal cues. This allows digital communication to be concepiualised as
a self-sufficient semiotic system compensating for physical distance through innovative
linguistic mechanisms.

Owerall, the study confirms that verbal emoticons represent one of the key mechanisms
of emotional cognitivization in contemporary English discourse. They integrate affect inio
the structural organisation of utlerances, reshape norms of interpersonal communication, and
foster the emergence of a new emotional aesthetics in the digital environment,

In conclusion, verbal emoticons in English digital discourse function as flexible
cognitive-pragmatic indicators of emotionality, uniting linguistic, social, and psychological
dimensions of communication. Their evolution illusirates not only the development of
language but also the iransformation of the very nature of emotional interaction in the global
digital space.
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Anomawia
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ROTOROIGHT  MoDesl M KORMERCHVETERY  edpiamusricmes  seplarenin esomisonte. 8 owend
EUEOERICIHARD Hompsenmn nramgbopan Shetch Engine, up dano 3Moey SR8 ul CEMOHMENHY Apocodin,
vl gvesaF ma ocofaueocms poanodiny ferre s, nos RATHUY 3 EMOUTTHOR CeMTHM 0K,

Chrnpreianl pe aIsmamy Jaceiiome, No g8 piTeH] eMOomuRHY omOtome Grpesy midcucmenny
ERCTPECIIEROT 1¢ RUUKT, AKXV Xaparmepuayvions AOpuhii Jramamuyiti cmanmc | @ucord [ReRowTsn o
esaniiinie cmante. Buseteno mendenyll 0 Spasamuranizagi, v npoyect ARol REpEUNHG eRcapectsnl i
ansvioel hopan eRRTONTONTOME V. APDSMARNED NOCMEY md JUCEVPCUER] MOPREDL. WO PEOTENI0ne
arahrn el ma selacocofiucmicnt domsan i ITosumuant evomon (haha, v, aww) nepesasens aoouinrmeea
3 cmpameziavy cotidapEocmi mg ol IAMUSHOSD CNITRVESHER, modt Ak pesamment (ugh, sigh, gl
BT b (AT 5, PRI VSR HA (00 eMOniitne Oucm arHioRTHRA.

Aovcridycend podime SHECOK V INYPUIE PONMINEA S UPENCERHA eMoylli v yuposony cepedostinyi,
dosodant, o eepoaTERl EMOMURDNL EVHKIIOMIOMs He Tuie AR MOpRepn dadermy, ane @ Ax dusaa el
duckypotenl cmpamed s wio dopaniome  oHAMR-I0ENIMNEICIE | ROMVHIRGIMUEHNT CNUTE  ROPICm Vea e,
Cmpesianl PenTRmam i BeSTRGTOMME MEPemiuyHl VRETEHNA Ipd eXanodiio Moet, enoutl ma yudgipos i
Mg, NPORORVIONN  eMTipRiiEe midmaspd NeeRHR Npote ole  ApassMamusetitang i ma adexmusiol e somoni
EIHET FRCEROT MO8 ¥ Cibepi Ronm K e onocepedossHol ROMVHIRD L

Kuowosl ciaosa: eepfarenl eMOMUROHN, EMOITHG eRCHpecieniome, nposidl ducapc, moprveHa
M HSEICTNR, OHAdTH-Rov v HiRaiR, Sketch Engine.
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