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Abstract

This study investigates the pragmatic shifts in digital communication by examining how users
construct and negotiate meaning across diverse online platforms. As language adapts to increasingly
multimodal environments, digital interlocutors deploy creative strategies—such as stylization, emojis,
meme syntax, and mock performatives to express stance, manage face, and perform identity. Grounded
in Gumperz’s theory of contextualization cues and informed by sociopragmatic frameworks, the
research adopts a qualitative, interpretive methodology to analyze naturally occurring discourse from
TikTok, Slack, and YouTube. These platforms represent distinct communicative ecologies,
performative/aesthetic,professional/institutional, and entertainment/affective enabling comparative
insight into how platform affordances shape meaning-making. The dataset includes approximately 20
stylized expressions per platform, such as “It’s giving “boss” and “Let’s circle back,” selected for
their frequency and pragmatic complexity. Each instance is analyzed alongside contextual features like
emojis, replies, threading, and timestamps to reveal how indirectness, face-work, and stance-taking
function through digital- specific cues. Findings show that across platforms such as WhatsApp, Email,
Twitter, Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube, users rely heavily on contextualization cues—including
hashtags, threads, GIFs, captions, gestures, vocal tone, and background music to frame meaning and
guide interpretation. These strategies are central to managing relationships and signaling
communicative intent in digital settings. The study concludes that as digital culture continues to evolve,
so too will the pragmatic strategies users employ, underscoring the need for sustained attention to the
dynamic interplay between language, context, and technology.

Keywords: Contextualizing  cues, Pragmatic  shifi, Digital ~Communication,  Digital
enterography, Gompers’s theory of contextualization

Introduction

The evolution of human communication has undergone a remarkable transformation with the
advent of digital media. From the immediacy of instant messaging to the global reach of social
networking platforms, digital communication has redefined how individuals interact across
time and space. Unlike face-to-face exchanges that rely heavily on non-verbal cues such as
tone, gesture, and shared physical context, digital conversations often depend on written
symbols, emojis, and formatting to convey meaning. These shifts have prompted a reevaluation
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of traditional communication models, particularly in the field of pragmatics, where context,
intention, and interpretation are central. This transformation motivates the present study, which
investigates how digital communication reshapes the pragmatic norms that have traditionally
governed human interaction. Language plays a fundamental role in documenting and
transmitting cultural knowledge, shaping how societies perceive and engage with the world
(Ogolekwu, Innocent and Innocent, 2025). Elements such as politeness, implicature, and
deixis once anchored in physical presence and shared situational awareness now operate
differently in virtual environments. For instance, the absence of vocal tone or facial
expressions in a text message may necessitate the use of punctuation or emojis to indicate
friendliness or sarcasm. As communicative norms evolve to accommodate these digital
contexts, so too must our theoretical understanding of how meaning is constructed and
negotiated.

The problem, however, lies in the growing complexity and ambiguity of online
interactions. Digital discourse often lacks the immediate contextual grounding that face-to-face
communication provides, leading to increased chances of miscommunication,
misunderstanding, or the emergence of entirely new forms of meaning. The multiplicity of
platforms and their unique communicative affordances which include: character limits,
asynchronous replies, algorithm-driven visibility introduce further layers of interpretation that
challenge classical pragmatic frameworks. This research aims to identify the patterns of
context-dependent shifts in meaning within online interactions and to examine which pragmatic
norms are being redefined on digital platforms. Specifically, it investigates how users adapt
their communicative strategies in environments that lack traditional contextual cues, and how
new conventions such as digital speech acts, emoji use, or strategic silence—serve to maintain
coherence and manage interpersonal relationships. By analyzing digital discourse across
platforms such as messaging apps, social media, and virtual meetings, the study seeks to
contribute to a broader understanding of meaning-making in digitally mediated
communication. The significance of this study lies in its potential to expand pragmatic theory
to better reflect contemporary modes of interaction. In a world increasingly shaped by digital
connectivity, understanding how meaning is contextually negotiated online is essential not only
for linguistic theory but also for improving digital literacy and reducing communicative
breakdowns. This research offers valuable insights for scholars in pragmatics, sociolinguistics,
communication studies, and digital media, as well as for educators, developers, and users
navigating the complex terrain of online interaction.

Literature Review

The advent of digital communication has significantly reshaped the way users convey meaning,
emotion, and intent across platforms. Unlike traditional face-to-face interactions where non-
verbal cues such as tone, gesture, and facial expression immediately provide context, digital
exchanges depend on alternative semiotic tools such as emojis, punctuation, hashtags, memes,
and abbreviations to guide interpretation and convey pragmatic force. These transformations
have introduced novel pragmatic norms, reconfigured how implicatures are inferred, and
increased the potential for miscommunication. As such, understanding the evolving dynamics
of meaning-making in digital contexts is vital to grasp how users negotiate relationships,
construct identity, and manage social dynamics in online environments.

Digital discourse, by its very nature, alters the function and interpretation of
implicature—meanings that are not explicitly stated but inferred from context. Barbulet (2013)
notes that across platforms like blogs, forums, and instant messaging, users rely heavily on co-
text, shared knowledge, and stylistic cues to decode implicit meanings. In these spaces,
meaning becomes fluid and dialogic, shaped not only by the content of the message but also
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by the interactional context and audience expectations. Herring et al. (2013) observe that in
informal digital discourse, the Gricean principle of conversational relevance is often relaxed,
allowing for ambiguity, irony, and playfulness that would be inappropriate or confusing in
formal or face-to-face settings. These shifts in interactional norms have led to the emergence
of what are often termed mock performatives—speech acts that simulate or subvert traditional
performatives for humorous, ironic, or affiliative purposes. Through metaphor, satire, and
inventive linguistic strategies, digital communicators expand the expressive range of
implicature in ways unique to the medium.

The proliferation of emojis, internet initialisms such as “lol,” and tone indicators (e.g.,
“/s” for sarcasm, “/gen” for genuine) signals the rise of a new generation of pragmatic markers
tailored to digital interaction. These markers substitute for paralinguistic cues absent in text-
based discourse, enabling users to manage emotional tone, illocutionary force, and social
alignment (Hu et al., 2017). Pavalanathan and Eisenstein (2015) document a pragmatic shift
from traditional emoticons (e.g., :-) ) to more expressive emojis, which facilitate a broader
affective range. These symbols are not merely decorative but serve communicative functions—
modulating face-threatening acts, conveying sarcasm, or signaling detachment. For instance,
“lol” may no longer denote amusement alone but serve to mitigate conflict or denote ironic
distance. The increasing use of tone indicators, particularly in polyphonic or high-stakes
discussions, highlights users’ growing awareness of the potential for pragmatic breakdowns in
digitally mediated environments.

The concept of digital deixis—the use of context-dependent linguistic elements like
“this,” “that,” or hashtags—further illustrates the unique pragmatics of online discourse. Scott
(2020) classifies hashtags as a form of pragmatic deixis, anchoring a message to larger
discourses, movements, or subcultural affiliations. Practices like quoting, tagging, and
retweeting serve to construct co-present contexts, wherein utterances derive meaning from
prior or simultaneous interactions. Audience design, as discussed by Marwick and boyd (2010),
shapes how users craft messages based on imagined or real recipients, influencing stylistic
choices and degrees of formality. Locher and Bolander (2014) emphasize that in the absence
of physical cues, pragmatic interpretation becomes highly context-sensitive and prone to
miscommunication. Sarcasm may be perceived as aggression, humor as insincerity, or even
emojis as inappropriate if the shared context is missing. Ogolekwu (2025) underscores that
message framing—both in tone and content—plays a decisive role in how meaning is
construed, especially in ambiguous or emotionally charged exchanges.

The synchronous/asynchronous divide in digital communication introduces further
pragmatic complexity. Asynchronous channels—Ilike email, forums, and Slack—allow users
time to plan, revise, and strategically deploy politeness strategies, thereby fostering careful
management of face and mitigating potential conflict (Li et al., 2020). In contrast, synchronous
environments—such as live chats or video calls—demand immediacy and spontaneity, often
at the expense of nuanced tone modulation (Johnson et al., 2021). While the former supports
more deliberate and reflective discourse, the latter amplifies the risk of miscommunication due
to the time pressure and absence of planning. These differences in timing directly influence
language use, relational tone, and pragmatic choices.

Multimodality, meanwhile, has emerged as a central feature of digital pragmatics.
Platforms such as WhatsApp, Slack, and Instagram support a convergence of text, images,
emojis, gifs, voice notes, and short-form videos each contributing to the construction of
meaning. Lu, Ai, and Mei (2021) show that emojis, for instance, enhance collaboration and
engagement on GitHub by softening critique and signaling encouragement. Similarly, Zhou et
al. (2023) report that emoji use improves the efficiency of communication in online help forums
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by accelerating resolution and improving user rapport. Chen et al. (2022), drawing on
Halliday’s metafunctional framework, argue that emojis serve ideational, interpersonal, and
textual purposes, standing in for vocal inflection and non-verbal cues. Ogolekwu (2021) posits
that language, when embedded in such semiotic systems, continues to be a pivotal tool across
spheres of human endeavor—especially when used strategically to manage meaning, tone, and
emotion in communication.

Different platforms impose technological constraints and social norms that influence
pragmatic strategies. On Twitter, for example, the 280-character limit has driven innovations
like threading, abbreviations, and the multifunctional use of hashtags. Schmidt et al. (2019)
argue that hashtags operate as ideological and identity markers, organizing discourse while
signaling alignment with movements such as #MeToo or #BlackLivesMatter. On visually-
driven platforms like Instagram and WhatsApp, ephemeral formats (Stories and Statuses)
support affective, low-stakes self-expression often augmented by music, filters, or emojis
(Garcia and Park, 2022). This reflects a cultural shift toward casual, transient, and emotionally
expressive communication. As Ogolekwu, Jibrin, and Agu (2022) observe, language can either
bind or fragment communities depending on its contextual deployment—thus, pragmatic
variation is not merely stylistic, but deeply social. On professional platforms like Slack and
Microsoft Teams, expressive tools like emojis, GIFs, and voice notes are increasingly used to
humanize formal exchanges. Lee and Martinez (2023) show that these tools reintroduce affect
and personality into workspaces, facilitating relational bonding. Voice notes, in particular,
blend the spontaneity of speech with the permanence of writing, enriching emotional nuance.
Yet, Patel et al. (2022) warn that emoji rendering inconsistencies across platforms can lead to
pragmatic confusion—for example, a “grimacing face” may be interpreted as a smile on 10S
and a wince on Android, altering the intended tone of a message.

While extensive scholarship has explored the pragmatics of digital communication
ranging from emoji use and implicature to platform-specific conventions much of this work
has focused on broad patterns across global platforms or Western user bases. What remains
underexplored is the localized, context-specific pragmatics of digital interaction, especially
within culturally embedded settings where language, identity, and social power intersect.
Despite increasing evidence that digital meaning-making is shaped by nuanced social dynamics
and communicative intent, there is a paucity of research that interrogates how users in specific
sociolinguistic contexts such as Nigerian digital spaces deploy pragmatic strategies to navigate
face, power, and affiliation in online interaction. Moreover, little has been done to analyze how
users in such settings innovate or adapt tools like emojis, tone indicators, and digital deixis to
perform culturally resonant speech acts. This study therefore seeks to fill this gap by examining
the culturally inflected pragmatics of digital discourse in Nigerian contexts, with particular
attention to how language, tone, and multimodal cues function in managing meaning, stance,
and relational dynamics in digitally mediated spaces.

Theoritical Framework

Gumperz’s (1982) theory of contextualization cues offers a valuable framework for
understanding how meaning is negotiated in digital communication, where traditional face-to-
face cues such as tone, gesture, and facial expression are often absent. In response to this
absence, users have adapted by employing alternative cues such as emojis, GIFs, punctuation,
font styles, and message timing to convey tone, stance, and emotional nuance. These digital
cues serve functions similar to their paralinguistic counterparts in spoken interaction, helping
participants infer intention and manage interpretation in text-heavy or multimodal
environments. For example, a simple message like "Sure." can communicate agreement,
sarcasm, or irritation depending on its accompanying emoji or punctuation. The design and

4



QUALITATIVE RESEARCH JOURNAL FOR SOCIAL STUDIES

ISSN Online: 3006-4686, ISSN Print: 3006-4678
Volume No: 02 Issue No: 04 (2025)

norms of individual digital platforms further shape the availability and interpretation of these
contextual cues. Features such as typing indicators, message read receipts, or time delays act
as pragmatic signals that influence how messages are understood. Additionally, platform
constraints like Twitter’s character limit or Instagram’s visual emphasis encourage distinct
interactional styles and foster specific pragmatic conventions. These adaptations show that
pragmatic competence is not diminished in digital settings but reconfigured to match new
communicative conditions. Gumperz’s insights remain highly relevant, demonstrating that
meaning-making in digital interaction still hinges on shared, context-sensitive cues even as
those cues evolve with technology.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative, interpretive methodology rooted in discourse analysis and
pragmatic theory to explore how users across digital platforms negotiate meaning through
multimodal and stylistic choices. Drawing on Gumperz’s theory of contextualization cues, the
research investigates how everyday utterances often brief and stylized carry nuanced social
functions such as identity performance, stance-taking, and face management. A comparative
case study design structures the analysis across three platforms TikTok, Slack, and YouTube
each chosen for its distinct communicative ecology: performative/aesthetic,
professional/institutional, and entertainment/affective, respectively. Data were collected from
naturally occurring, publicly accessible discourse on each platform. The dataset includes
approximately 20 stylized expressions per platform, such as “It’s giving “boss” on TikTok,
“Let’s circle back” on Slack, and “She ate that ” on YouTube. These were selected for their
frequency, recognizability, and potential for pragmatic richness. Each instance is analyzed
alongside contextual metadata including emojis, replies, likes, timestamps, and threading
structures to account for the multimodal and interactional contexts in which meanings are
constructed. Ethical considerations were observed by excluding private messages and
anonymizing all user identifiers.

The analytical framework integrates sociopragmatic concepts (e.g., face theory,
indirectness, stance) with digital discourse tools, focusing on how emoji, meme syntax,
typography, and intertextuality operate as contextualization cues. Coding categories include
face-enhancing versus face-threatening acts, mitigation strategies, stylization, and platform-
specific indexicality. The analysis emphasizes platform affordances how each interface’s
design shapes communicative behavior and meaning-making. While the study does not aim for
exhaustive generalization, it offers insight into the pragmatic shifts and adaptive competencies
users exhibit in digitally mediated interaction, shaped by the evolving norms and constraints
of specific online environments.
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Table 1: Pragmatic Shifts in Digital Discourse: Evolving Meanings Across
Communication Platforms
Platform Example Traditional Digital Pragmatic Contextual
Medium Expression | Meaning (Pre- Usage/Shifted Function Factors
Digital) Meaning
WhatsApp K Letter of the Curt, dismissive, or | Face-threatening | Time pressure,
Chat alphabet passive-aggressive | act (FTA); emotional tone,
reply Dispreferred relationship type
response
Twitter This. Deictic reference Strong agreement, Solidarity; Shared cultural
(points to emphasis, or Emphatic knowledge;
something) endorsement alignment trending topics
Instagram DM | (Face with | Representation of Sarcasm, irony, or | Politeness Visual-textual
tears of joy | laughter social awkwardness | strategy; Indirect | interaction; age,
emoji) emotion cue social group
Email Noted. Acknowledgment Dismissal, cold Negative Hierarchical
(Workplaces) of receipt professionalism politeness; setting;
Power-distance formality level
marker
Facebook LOL Laughing out loud | Disbelief, sarcasm, | Softening Familiarity;
Comment or polite criticism; Audience
disagreement Maintaining face | visibility
TikTok It’s giving | Code-switching + Approval, humor, In-group Pop culture
Caption “boss” visual flair aesthetic alignment | language; influence; meme
Identity signaling | usage
YouTube She ate that | Informal Strong praise, Face-enhancing | Genre-specific
Comment compliment/slang admiration act; Hyperbolic | conventions;
expression youth speech

Discussion and Findings/Results
1. WhatsApp Chat: “K”

In its most literal and traditional sense, "K" is simply the eleventh letter of the English alphabet.
It holds no affective or pragmatic weight when used outside of a communicative context—such
as in spelling or learning the alphabet.
Digital Shift:
In digital communication, particularly on platforms like WhatsApp, "K" has undergone a
significant pragmatic transformation. Rather than serving as a neutral or purely alphabetical
sign, it is now widely understood as a minimalist, emotionally distant response—often
interpreted as curt, dismissive, or even passive-aggressive. While originally shorthand for
"OK," its reduction to a single letter strips the expression of warmth, acknowledgment, or
engagement. The message "K" frequently operates as a face-threatening act (FTA). A response
like "K" can undermine the recipient’s sense of being acknowledged or respected, potentially
signaling disinterest, reluctance to engage further, or quiet disapproval. In situations where a
more expressive or thoughtful reply is expected—especially after a message that involved
emotional openness or effort—it may come across as dismissive, emotionally distant, or a
subtle assertion of control. As such, it functions as a dispreferred or socially marked response.
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The meaning of "K" goes beyond its literal content and is shaped by contextual clues that guide
interpretation. In face-to-face interactions, these might include tone of voice, facial
expressions, or gestures.

In digital spaces like WhatsApp, similar functions are performed by message brevity,
timing, and the absence of elaboration—all of which influence how the message is perceived.
For example, A message like “K” sent almost immediately after a longer or emotionally
expressive message might cue dismissiveness or emotional withdrawal. If sent after a conflict
or disagreement, it may suggest reluctant acquiescence or cooling off, rather than genuine
agreement. Its lack of additional cues (emojis, punctuation, follow-up message) emphasizes its
flat tone, forcing the recipient to interpret it through the lens of relationship dynamics,
emotional history, and conversational expectations. It would have been argued that this stylistic
minimalism functions as a powerful contextualization cue. In relationships where richer, more
expressive exchanges are the norm, such a reduction can be striking, signaling a shift in tone
or relational distance. Conversely, in contexts where brevity is expected (e.g., among
acquaintances or in high-pressure situations), it may be less jarring.

In sum, “K” exemplifies how digital users rely on absence as presence—how even
minimal responses, when framed by prior interaction and social norms, can carry significant
pragmatic weight. Gumperz’s theory helps us see that the pragmatics of digital communication
depend not just on what is said, but on how, when, and under what conditions it is said.

2. Twitter: “This.”

In conventional language use, “this” is a deictic expression—a word that points to something
in the immediate physical or linguistic context. For example, in spoken or written
communication, one might say “this book” or “this idea” while referring to something
explicitly visible, known, or previously mentioned. Its clarity depends heavily on the co-
presence of a referent and an interlocutor who can identify what "this" indexes.

Digital Shift:

On Twitter and other digital platforms, “This.” has evolved into a powerfully minimal
expression of emphatic agreement, alignment, or endorsement. Detached from a syntactic
frame or elaboration, the one-word comment “This.” usually appears beneath a tweet, quote
tweet, or shared media item. It signals that the user strongly agrees with or endorses the
content—but without repeating or paraphrasing it. The period adds emphasis and finality,
turning the word into a performative act of endorsement. In effect, it becomes a speech act of
alignment: “I stand by this,” “I feel this,” or “This represents my view.” The main function of
“This.” is to signal solidarity and in-group belonging. It tells the original poster and viewers,
“We share the same perspective,” without overt explanation. In doing so, it helps construct
social cohesion, particularly within affinity groups, fan cultures, activist circles, or subcultural
online communities. It also acts as a low-effort, high-impact expression—an efficient way to
perform digital affiliative behavior without verbosity. The lack of elaboration paradoxically
amplifies the effect, relying on the assumption that shared values or interpretive frameworks
are in place. It assumes mutual understanding, which can function as a form of cultural
signaling.

In digital communication, the meaning of expressions like “This.” is shaped less by the
word itself and more by the subtle cues that surround it. Without access to physical gestures,
tone, or facial expressions, users rely on alternative strategies—such as timing, formatting, and
shared context—to convey intent and emotion. The effectiveness of “This.” hinges on several
key features:
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» Standalone Use: Its appearance as a single, isolated word mirrors spoken emphasis or
a deliberate pause. This minimalist presentation draws attention and signals importance.

» Strategic Timing: It typically appears immediately after a shared or quoted post,
creating a clear link between the comment and the original content. This sequencing
functions like a digital gesture, directing the audience’s focus.

» Cultural Familiarity: Its interpretation depends on a mutual understanding between
the sender and receiver. Whether referencing a political view, a shared joke, or a social
value, the expression relies on collective knowledge and implicit agreement.

» Visual Style: The simple structure, often punctuated with a period, replaces the
nonverbal cues of speech—adding gravity, intensity, or sincerity to an otherwise
minimal message.

Together, these elements turn a seemingly simple word into a rich communicative act. “This.”
doesn’t explain—it points, aligns, and affirms. Its meaning emerges through context, requiring
the audience to interpret not just what is said, but how and when it’s said. In doing so, it reflects
the broader tendency in digital spaces to recreate the nuance of in-person interaction using the
sparse tools of text-based communication. For example, When a user shares a post criticizing
a public figure and responds only with “This.”, the message isn’t about the word itself—it’s
about timing, alignment, and shared understanding. The brevity signals solidarity and
agreement, relying on the surrounding context to complete the meaning.
4. Email (Workplace): “Noted.”
At face value, “Noted” is a neutral acknowledgment that a message has been received and
understood. It is concise, efficient, and often associated with task-oriented or procedural
communication. In traditional formal correspondence, such acknowledgment might be
considered appropriate and professional.
Digital Shift
In digital workplace communication, particularly email, “Noted” has undergone a subtle yet
significant pragmatic shift. While still functioning as an acknowledgment, it increasingly
carries emotional detachment, impersonal tone, or even passive dismissal, depending on the
relational context and power dynamics between sender and recipient. Unlike more
collaborative responses such as “Thanks, I’ll take care of it” or “Got it—I'll follow up,” the
lone “Noted” may be perceived as curt, cold, or signaling disapproval. In hierarchical settings,
this brevity can serve to reassert authority or subtly terminate discussion without overt conflict.
Pragmatically, “Noted” operates as a negative politeness strategy (Brown & Levinson,
1987), particularly in high power-distance contexts. It minimizes imposition by avoiding
further interaction or engagement, thereby preserving professional distance. However, its
clipped tone can also reinforce hierarchical boundaries, especially when used by superiors
toward subordinates. It enables the speaker to appear polite while simultaneously maintaining
conversational control or expressing disalignment without overt confrontation. In peer-level
interactions, its usage can signal disengagement, mild irritation, or the end of a topic. The word
“Noted,” though brief, carries significant communicative weight due to the subtle cues that
surround it. Its impact lies not in what is said, but in what is left unsaid. The lack of elaboration,
emotional tone, or softening phrases like “Thanks for the update” or “Appreciate it” functions
as a signal in itself. The formality and conciseness of “Noted” often indicate a shift in tone—
suggesting distance, formality, or reserved judgment. In face-to-face interaction, the equivalent
might be a blank expression or a silent nod—gestures that acknowledge without engaging. In
professional or high-context settings, such minimal responses are rarely neutral; they can imply
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detachment, disapproval, or quiet authority. “Noted,” then, is a clear example of how silence,
brevity, and tone in digital communication can be just as powerful and loaded with meaning as
more explicit language.

Email as a platform encourages formality, documentation, and delayed response—
unlike instant messaging platforms that favor immediacy and relational warmth. These
structural norms heighten the interpretive weight of brevity. A simple “Noted” in Slack or
WhatsApp might seem neutral or even cooperative, especially if accompanied by an emoji or
follow-up. In contrast, in email—especially in professional or bureaucratic settings—it can
convey calculated reserve. The lack of contextual warmth, combined with the platform's
affordances, transforms “Noted” into a performative cue of distance, reinforcing institutional
roles and communication boundaries.

5. Instagram DM: (Face with Tears of Joy Emoji)

Traditionally, the ? emoji was introduced to digitally represent uncontrollable laughter—
similar to the idiom “laughing until you cry.” It became widely popular as a straightforward
symbol of amusement, joy, or something found to be genuinely funny. In early emoji use, it
often accompanied humorous messages or jokes and was taken at face value.

Digital Shift:

Over time, especially among younger users and within certain online subcultures, the ? emoji
has developed a more complex and context-sensitive set of meanings. While it still denotes
laughter, it is now frequently used to signal sarcasm, ironic detachment, social discomfort, or
face-saving deflection. In some cases, it even masks tension or awkwardness, operating not as
a sign of genuine amusement but as a digital strategy for downplaying emotional vulnerability
or defusing potential conflict. For example, someone might respond to a mild insult or a
socially risky comment with * 7 to soften the blow or imply that they are not offended, even
if the laughter is performative rather than authentic.

The emoji often serves as a face-saving device in private digital interactions like
Instagram DMs, where tone and intent can easily be misunderstood. It introduces a layer of
indirectness or emotional ambiguity, allowing the sender to distance themselves from the literal
meaning of their words or to present an emotionally neutral front. It helps manage interpersonal
dynamics by cueing that the message should not be taken too seriously or too literally. In this
way, > operates as a pragmatic hedge—a way of signaling “this is funny, or at least I want
you to think I’m treating it as funny,” which can preempt offense, reduce friction, or simply
manage impressions in a delicate interaction.

Much of communication relies on subtle cues that help shape how messages are meant to
be understood. In face-to-face settings, these cues include tone of voice, facial expressions,
gestures, and timing. In digital spaces like Instagram DMs, where such cues are absent, emojis
often step in to perform a similar role—visually encoding tone, emotion, and intent. Take the
emoji 7 for example. It functions as more than just decoration; it acts as a crucial interpretive
tool:

» Visual prosody: Similar to laughter or vocal inflection in spoken language, this emoji
adds an emotional or humorous overlay to the message, softening its tone or shifting its

meaning.
» Framing tool: When paired with text that could be taken multiple ways—such as
“You’re so annoying © "—it steers the interpretation toward playfulness or light
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teasing. In this way, it serves as a kind of digital cushion, reducing potential friction or
misreading.

» Cue for irony or discomfort: Especially among younger users, this emoji can signal
emotional distance or social awkwardness. It helps express irony, sarcasm, or an
attempt at humor without needing to explain it outright.

> Politeness strategy: In situations where a message might come across as blunt,
ambiguous, or potentially face-threatening, the emoji softens the impact. It signals that
the message is not meant to offend, encouraging a more generous reading.

In essence, ? operates as a dynamic tool in digital conversation—guiding interpretation,
managing social boundaries, and maintaining relational balance. For instance, if someone sends

the message “You really wore that out in public? 7 the emoji dramatically alters the tone.
Without it, the comment may seem judgmental or harsh. With it, the tone becomes more
playful, ironic, or even self-mocking, depending on the relationship. The emoji reframes the
intent, suggesting, “Don’t take this too seriously,” and invites a more relaxed or humorous
response.

6. Facebook Comment: “LOL”

Originally, “LOL” stands for “laughing out loud,” and was introduced as internet shorthand to
indicate genuine amusement. It functioned as a direct equivalent to the physical act of laughing,
providing a way to express laughter in text-based environments such as instant messaging,
online forums, and early social media.

112Digital Shift:

Over time, the use of “LOL” has undergone pragmatic drift. In many online interactions—
especially on Facebook comments—it no longer signals genuine laughter. Instead, it often
indicates a variety of nuanced stances: disbelief, passive disagreement, polite distancing, or
subtle mockery. This shift reflects the evolution of “LOL” from an expressive marker to a
multifunctional pragmatic tool. Its meaning now depends heavily on context. “LOL” might be
used to mitigate a critical comment, to signal ironic detachment, or even to sarcastically
question the logic of a preceding post or comment. As such, it has become a flexible
contextualization cue for complex emotional or interpersonal positioning.

In these newer uses, “LOL” primarily functions as a face-saving or face-softening device.
When a user wants to criticize, disagree, or express skepticism without appearing
confrontational, “LOL” is inserted to cushion the blow. This is especially important in public
or semi-public digital spaces like Facebook, where social ties (family, friends, co-workers) may
be visible, and overt aggression could have reputational costs. By invoking humor or
playfulness—even if superficially—“LOL” helps maintain the speaker’s and hearer’s positive
face. It performs the communicative equivalent of a friendly tone or a laugh particle in spoken
discourse, which can signal non-hostility, even in disagreement. A Facebook user comments
on a controversial post: “Oh wow, you really believe that? LOL.” In this case, “LOL” doesn’t
express amusement. Instead, it cues the reader to interpret the comment as sarcasm or subtle
ridicule. Without “LOL,” the comment could seem directly confrontational. With it, the
speaker signals disbelief while maintaining a layer of plausible deniability—"I'm just joking."
In sum, “LOL” has evolved into a versatile pragmatic device in digital communication. Its
ability to reframe utterances through minimal textual addition reflects the ongoing importance
of contextualization cues in constructing meaning and managing interpersonal dynamics in
online spaces. Gumperz’s framework helps explain how even simple acronyms acquire rich
communicative value through usage patterns and social context.
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The evolving use of “LOL” in digital communication highlights how meaning is shaped
not just by words, but by subtle contextual signals that guide interpretation. In face-to-face
conversation, cues like tone, laughter, eye contact, and gestures help signal when something is
meant to be humorous, ironic, or non-serious. In digital spaces, where those physical cues are
missing, expressions like “LOL” step in to perform that interpretive work. Several key factors
influence how “LOL” functions in a message:

> Placement: When used at the end of a sarcastic or critical remark, “LOL” acts like a
softening device—similar to a chuckle or a playful tone—framing the comment as less
direct and more tongue-in-cheek.

» Frequency: How often “LOL” appears affects its perceived sincerity. Frequent use can
come across as exaggerated or performative, while a single, well-placed “LOL” can
subtly signal nuance or shift the tone of a message.

» Audience and setting: On platforms like Facebook, where users often interact with a
wide range of people—family, acquaintances, co-workers—“LOL” becomes a tool for
impression management. It helps maintain social harmony, allowing users to express
disagreement, sarcasm, or critique without sounding overtly hostile.

» Interpretive context: The meaning of “LOL” depends heavily on who is speaking, the
relationship between participants, and the tone of the surrounding conversation. The
same message can be read as friendly or dismissive, depending on these background
factors. For example, when someone replies to a contentious post with, “Oh wow, you
really believe that? LOL,” the “LOL” isn’t about amusement. Instead, it reframes the
comment as sarcastic or mocking, while also softening the blow. Without it, the remark
might seem harsh or confrontational. With it, the speaker introduces a layer of
ambiguity—signaling disbelief while maintaining a playful or non-serious tone.

Ultimately, “LOL” has grown into a flexible and powerful communicative tool. Its ability to
reshape the meaning of a message with just a few letters demonstrates how digital language
users continue to rely on subtle cues—textual, social, and situational—to manage tone,
navigate relationships, and negotiate meaning in online interactions. Contemporary digital
communication operates across multiple platforms, each with its own communicative norms,
aesthetic trends, and interactional expectations. Users adapt to these constraints and
affordances through multimodal and stylized cues that serve crucial pragmatic functions—
expressing stance, managing face, signaling power dynamics, and performing identity.
Through Gumperz’s theory of contextualization cues, we can see how digital discourse, far
from being impoverished by the absence of face-to-face elements, is rich with alternative
signals for meaning-making.

7. Tik Tok

On TikTok, language use is heavily intertwined with visual stylization and trending aesthetics.
Phrases like “It’s giving €-boss€-" combine verbal and paralinguistic elements—slang
syntax, emojis, typography—to project attitude, identity, and cultural alignment. The phrase
"It's giving..." functions as a meme-like template, whose semantic openness allows users to
creatively assert evaluations, stances, or affiliations. The addition of sparkle emojis . does
not merely decorate but stylizes the utterance, transforming it into a performance of confidence,
self-assurance, or fashionable dominance. Under Gumperz’s lens, these stylized elements act
as complex contextualization cues, drawing on shared digital subcultural knowledge to
establish solidarity and in-group rapport.
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Pragmatic shift
On TikTok, language use reflects a pragmatic shift from straightforward communication to

stylized, performative expression. Phrases like “It’s giving €—bossC=" combine slang, emoji,
and meme-like structure to convey not just meaning but attitude, identity, and cultural
belonging. Visual elements function as contextual cues, replacing tone and gesture found in
face-to-face interaction. Communication on the platform is shaped by aesthetic trends, shared
digital knowledge, and the need to resonate socially within specific subcultures. As a result,
pragmatic competence involves not just what is said, but how it is presented to align with the
platform’s performative and visually driven norms.

The interplay between syntax (“It’s giving”), visual embellishment (€=), and intertextual
awareness of meme culture allows users to position themselves within particular aesthetic or
identity frameworks. In effect, TikTok becomes a stage where language is performed as much
as it is communicated. This platform’s unique affordances—short-form video, algorithmic
trend surfacing, and visual enhancement tools—encourage linguistic innovation and hyper-
performativity. Here, pragmatic competence involves not just knowing what to say, but how to
say it in a way that resonates aesthetically and socially within the TikTok community.

8. YouTube
In digital spaces like YouTube, language use has evolved to reflect the dynamic, expressive,

and often performative nature of online interaction. Comments such as “She ate that ¥
illustrate how informal slang and emoji are used not merely for communication, but to convey
attitude, admiration, and group affiliation. These expressions are shaped by cultural trends,
platform norms, and the communicative preferences of younger users, highlighting the ongoing
shift in how meaning is constructed and interpreted in digital contexts.
Pragmatic Shift

r i)

The expression “She ate that &7 exemplifies a pragmatic shift in digital communication where
meaning extends beyond literal interpretation into performative, community-driven praise.
Originating from African American Vernacular English (AAVE) and popularized through
youth speech and online culture, the phrase functions as an informal, hyperbolic compliment,
signaling strong approval or admiration. It operates as a face-enhancing act, publicly elevating
the subject’s positive image through exaggerated praise. The fire emoji intensifies this effect,
serving as a visual contextual cue that reinforces the emotional tone. This shift reflects how
digital platforms like YouTube foster genre-specific language norms, where brief, slang-laden
expressions are pragmatically loaded and culturally coded—used not just to communicate, but
to affirm identity, signal belonging, and engage with platform-specific discourse communities.
FINDINGS
The findings of this study reveal that across digital platforms—such as WhatsApp, Email,
Twitter, Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube, users rely heavily on contextualization cues to
shape meaning, manage relationships, and navigate communicative intent. On text-based
platforms like WhatsApp and Slack, emojis, punctuation, spelling variation, and response
timing serve as cues that substitute for prosody and body language in face-to-face interaction.
These cues help convey tone, politeness, urgency, sarcasm, or emotional stance. For example,
the addition of a smiling emoji or ellipsis can soften direct statements or suggest hesitation,
while delayed responses may indicate disengagement or conflict. In emails, formal salutations,
sign-offs, and lexical choices signal professional hierarchy and relational distance, functioning
as pragmatic strategies for maintaining face and observing institutional norms.

On visually dynamic platforms like Twitter, Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube,
contextualization cues expand into multimodal domains. Users employ hashtags, threads, gifs,
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captions, gestures, vocal tone, and background music to frame meaning and guide
interpretation. Hashtags and threaded posts on Twitter index topics, ideologies, or community
affiliation, while Instagram posts rely on caption structure and emoji combinations to shape
affective tone. On TikTok and YouTube, creators integrate gesture, gaze, sound, and visual
text overlays to contextualize humor, identity, or stance, with platform-specific routines (like
intros or filters) acting as cues for audience alignment. Across all platforms, these cues are not
just decorative or aesthetic—they are fundamental to how meaning is negotiated, emotion is
conveyed, and social positioning is performed in digital communication.
Conclusion
This research has demonstrated that digital communication is undergoing a significant
pragmatic shift, where meaning is increasingly shaped by contextual rather than purely
linguistic elements. Across platforms such as WhatsApp, Slack, Email, Twitter, Instagram,
TikTok, and YouTube, users rely on a wide range of contextualization cues—emojis,
punctuation, response timing, hashtags, visual effects, and multimodal elements—to construct,
frame, and interpret meaning. These cues function as digital substitutes for prosody, gesture,
and other non-verbal signals found in face-to-face interaction. They enable users to navigate
tone, express affect, maintain face, and manage social relationships within diverse
communicative settings. Crucially, this shift reflects a broader transformation in how language
functions in digitally mediated environments where brevity, performativity, and platform-
specific norms drive new forms of pragmatic competence. As digital culture continues to
evolve, so too will the strategies users employ to make meaning, reinforcing the need for
ongoing attention to the nuanced interplay between language, context, and technology.
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