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Abstract 

  

Emoticons have been used frequently when communicating via computer mediated 

channels. That said, most of this research has been done on a friendly level, rather than on a 

professional level. It has not been studied rigorously in work place environments. The aim of this 

study is to further understand how emoticon use in the professional world affects perceptions of 

trustworthiness, appropriateness and competence.
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Professionalism and Computer-Mediated Communication: Perceptions of Emoticon Usage in the 

Workplace 

Introduction 

 Professionalism is a vital component in organizational communication when 

communicating from a position of high to low power or from a position of low to high power.  

Professionalism can be present in verbal and nonverbal communication situations. In our study 

we are focusing on the nonverbal cues within computer-mediated communication.  The 

nonverbal cues we are examining are emoticons.  Emoticons are symbols that are used to aid in 

computer-mediated communication by showing some type of emotion (Dresner & Herring, 

2010).  The three components that we are using to determine professionalism include 

trustworthiness, credibility, and appropriateness.  Various scales were used when measuring 

professionalism in our research; they include the conversational appropriateness scale, the power 

differential/distance scale and the credibility scale developed by McCroskey.   

Emoticon Usage 

Emoticons are used widely throughout computer-mediated communication. “Emoticons 

refer to graphic signs, such as the smiley face, that often accompany computer-mediated textual 

communication,” (Dresner & Herring, 2010).  These graphic signs are used to strengthen a 

message, express emotion, and to express humor (Derks, Bos, & Von Grumbkow, 2008).   The 

main problem we face with computer-mediated communication is that people can misinterpret 

the tone and emotion of the message. The way something is said can give great insight into the 

meaning of the message. These issues lead to a large amount of uncertainty in computer-
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mediated communication (D’Costa, 2011). Ambiguity when sending messages through 

computer-mediated communication can have a negative effect on the way the sender is 

perceived.  Today emoticons play a large role in computer-mediated communication because 

they are a solution to resolving ambiguity and adding emotion to the message. 

Before computer-mediated communication was possible typists would use capital letters 

underlining quotation marks and parenthetical phrases to offset the lack of vocal and visual cues 

(Knapp, 2010).  The basic emoticons used in computer-mediated communication include :), :(, ;) 

but with the advances in technology emoticons are constantly evolving and changing. Various 

applications are available on computers and phones that convey actions and express a wider 

variety of emotions.  For example, iPhones have a popular application that refers to emoticons as 

emojis.  On this application there are numerous pages of emoticons that include, hand gestures, 

activities, and feelings. Along with these emoticons, there are a variety of items, such as 

clothing, calendars, and images that represent environmental features.  These items can tell a 

story without using any words, for example, some messages can contain just an image of a 

thumbs up with a sun next to it to indicate they are happy with the weather.  With some 

applications, when attempting to type an emoticon the expression will automatically change into 

actual graphic displays of smiley faces. For instance, :) will become .   

Gender also plays a key role in emoticon usage.  For example, females tend to use more 

emoticons when communicating in non-face-to-face interactions with males and females alike, 

but males use a significantly less amount of emoticons when communicating with other males 

(Yuasa, Saito, & Mukawa, 2011).   
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Computer-Mediated Communication 

 Computer-mediated communication (CMC) is defined as any communicative transaction 

that occurs through the use of two or more networked computers (McQuail, 2005). Computer-

mediated communication is important in organizational communication because it can help build 

tight knit relationships between employees.  It can help to accomplish goals as a virtual team 

through computer-mediated communicative techniques. These lines of communication can help 

open up different channels between supervisors, managers, and those further up in hierarchy, 

especially when face-to-face interaction is not possible.  The use of computer-mediated 

communication can keep an organization running at its highest possible efficiency and can also 

provide useful feedback between customers and employees (Sproull, 2008). 

 When possible, computer-mediated communication is very effective and reasonable, 

however, the lack of non-verbal cues can cause issues of ambiguity. Communication is made up 

of multiple channels, comprising of verbal, paraverbal (pitch, tone), and nonverbal signals. Since 

all three channels are important it can lead to uncertainty when certain channels are not received, 

such as nonverbal cues (Bente, 2008). People are prone to make inferences about emotional 

states or intentions based on nonverbal cues, which is why computer-mediated communication 

can create problems (Bente, 2008).  Many of the most important nonverbal signals include 

immediacy cues such as smiling, proximity, and touch, which are all associated with likeness and 

cannot be used in computer-mediated communication (Bente, 2008). While those immediacy 

cues cannot be translated in computer-mediated communication, the advances in technology and 

use of emoticons are helping to produce nonverbal cues to support the message being conveyed.  

Nonverbal Communication 
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 “General opinion in society is that nonverbal communication is comprised of just 

gestures and mimics. But voice, word accent, silence, colors, body posture and angle, touching, 

smell, use of objects, sense of place and time, dressing, accessories used, walking style etc. are 

included in nonverbal communication” (Demir, 2011).  In light of the fact that such nonverbal 

cues do not exist in such communication, other ways of showing immediacy, liking, emotional 

intent and positivity must be shown.  People show emotion through facial expression when 

communicating face-to-face; when this is not possible emoticons can be substituted in place of 

actual expressions and cues. 

 Implementation of emoticons have been proven to effect how the sender is perceived, 

liking and immediacy can effect the overall impression of the sender.  Other factors that affect 

the perception of the sender include the frequency of emoticon usage, the variety of emoticon 

usage and the patterns of emoticon usage (Rezabek, 1998).  The simple inclusion of an emoticon 

in a message can have an influence on impressions, disregarding the actual emoticon used.  It has 

been found that when emoticons are included in messages transported via computer-mediated 

channels the receivers of such messages tend to perceive the source as more favorable (Byron, 

2007).  Although emoticons are essential, too many of them can decrease ones satisfaction of the 

conversation, resulting in boredom or unprofessionalism (Yoo, 2007).  The inclusion of 

emoticons in certain settings such as a workplace, exist as a topic of great discussion.  We are 

studying workplace communication via computer-mediated channels and the effect of 

implementation of emoticons in such messages.  We are measuring the view of the receiver to 

determine how professional the sender is perceived. 

Professionalism 
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 Professionalism is an important aspect in workplace environments.  Highly professional 

environments are sought after as they lead to positive feelings and high output.  Highly positive 

work environments prove to be very efficient and tend to have high outputs by employees and 

superiors alike.  Karasek (1979) and Baumann et al. (2001) found that, “positive work 

environments are characterized by strong leadership, work demands matching the skills of the 

person, balance between effort and reward, and safety.”  Professionalism is vital because without 

it everyone would feel a lack of structure and will to perform because a work environment of 

leniency and the lack of perceived credibility, appropriate and trustworthy people will exist.  

Coworkers feel comforted knowing that these factors contribute to a more cohesive and 

productive work experience.  Not only is professionalism interpreted through face to face 

interactions but also computer-mediated communication, i.e. e-mails or text messages.  Our 

research aims to identify how emoticon usage affects the way someone perceives others in the 

workplace.  This can go both ways from superior to employees and the opposite employee to 

superior.  In our research we have found multiple components that contribute to professionalism 

such as credibility, trustworthiness and appropriateness.  Different scales are used to measure 

each component.  Our research strictly measures professionalism in workplace environments. 

 Trustworthiness 

 Trust is a very important component in all aspects of life but especially in the 

communication aspect of workplace settings.  Trust is defined as, “the willingness of a party to 

be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the expectation that the other will perform 

a particular action important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control 
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that other party’’ (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995, p. 712). Trust leads to a variety of good 

outcomes when it is implemented in communication messages.  Being perceived as 

knowledgeable, intelligent or skillful are important aspects of professionalism.  These three 

factors are highly important when judging someone’s honesty and trustworthiness.  Being 

trustworthy and honest improves perceptions of knowledge, intelligence and skillfulness 

(Dunleavy, Chory & Goodboy, 2010).  One of the main problems with computer-mediated-

communication is that reputation and trust are usually built on face-to-face interactions (Purdue, 

Landry & Shaw, 2009).  Since trustworthiness is so important in professionalism and is hard to 

build through computer-mediated-communication, if face-to-face interaction is not possible or 

plausible in a certain situation people may to build that reputation of trust through the usage of 

emoticons that portray nonverbal signals.  Through computer-mediated communication a great 

level of ambiguity exists, which can lead to perceptions of less trustworthiness in the sender.  

Emoticon usage has been perceived to resolve ambiguity in computer-mediated communication 

(D’Costa, 2011).  If there is ambiguity in computer-mediated communication than it can lead to a 

lack of trust, which is a very vital component in professionalism. 

 Credibility 

 Credibility is defined by the incorporation of three dimensions.  McCroskey and Teven 

(1999) conceptualize credibility as composed of three dimensions: competence, caring, and 

character. Competence concerns the ability of a person to engage in a certain behavior 

(McCroskey, 1971). Caring concerns how much an individual perceives another to be concerned 

about his or her welfare. Character concerns the trustworthiness of a source (Dunleavy, Chory & 

Goodboy, 2010).  Credibility is shown more through the content of a message and through the 
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knowledge of the background of the sender than the channel itself.  The effect of perceived 

credibility also has a large effect on how the message is viewed.  Various factors contribute to 

the perception of credibility.  The use of nonverbal immediacy by a supervisor is linked to a 

higher level of perceived credibility by the subordinate (Teven, 2007).  Immediacy can be 

portrayed through various emotional languages or through emoticon usage.  Though nonverbal 

immediacy is not present in computer-mediated communication the implementation of emoticons 

can affect the perception of immediacy and liking.  Verbal aggression is negatively correlated 

with credibility, satisfaction and liking towards the supervisor (Teven, 2007).    The use of 

certain emoticons for example a , or >:(, and the use of punctuation and the capitalization of all 

letters within a written message can emulate verbal aggression through computer-mediated 

communication. 

 Appropriateness 

 Appropriateness is also a vital component in a professional environment as well as for 

cultivating a professional environment.  A superior is expected to talk in an appropriate manner 

to his subordinates and it is his job to set the tone of an appropriate work environment.   

Authority to control behavior in appropriate ways is essential to being a professional superior or 

supervisor as well (Barker, 2008).  This is essential to work environments that have structure and 

a strong basis for the expectations and rules for workplace interactions. When communicating 

via computer-mediated communication emoticons as well as words may be perceived as either 

an appropriate or an inappropriate use of nonverbal cues to communicate.  Credibility also 

decreases as the message communicated becomes less appropriate, ultimately leading to a view 

of lowered professionalism.  Self-monitoring is a key component in appropriateness as well.  
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High self-monitors tend to be more cognizant of what they convey in their messages and thus are 

more prone to using appropriateness in their communicative techniques (Bello, 2005).  

Hypothesis 

 The implementation of emoticons in computer-mediated communication messages will 

be perceived as unprofessional.  This should prove true when emoticons are used in messages 

sent by both a person of high power to low power and from a person of high power to low 

power.  The use of emoticons in computer-mediated communication will be associated with 

lower credibility, trustworthiness and appropriateness.  

  

Method 

 Hierarchy is a key component in our research as we are researching the perception of 

professionalism between superiors and inferiors in workplace environments.  Professionalism is 

taken into account more commonly when the superior is the sender because employees see their 

supervisor as a leader and leaders are expected to act in a professional manner.  When 

professionalism is implemented positive work environments result, as previously stated in our 

research.  In our study we sought to incorporate employees and their supervisors/managers of 

various organizations and workplaces.  Each component of professionalism is being measured on 

a scale based on the perception of the message received by the sender.  The focus and overall 

goal of our study is to test the perception professionalism and the use of emoticons.  While 

looking at the use of emoticons we  

Participants 
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 Large samples of employees and supervisors from various organizations in the Greater 

Pittsburg area were chosen for our research.  Both supervisors and subordinates were assigned to 

the study with an equal number of male and female employees and supervisors.  Random 

samples were taken from the chosen organizations and those participants were surveyed.  

Participants were not compensated.  The organizations chosen for our research were 

organizations that had employees whom use computer-mediated communication on a daily basis.  

Workers at these organizations will be people that are very familiar with computers, work with 

or on computers daily and resort to computer-mediated channels for most if not all of their 

communication goals with other co-workers. 

Procedure 

Persons in our study will each receive a computer-mediated communication message also 

known as an e-mail.   The e-mail will contain a neutral message so no former thoughts of 

professionalism can exist within the receiver.  Various participants will receive messages that 

include the same text but messages will have different emoticons, punctuation, and 

capitalization.  The various emails will contain a , , ;) or none of these.  The group that 

receives an e-mail with the absence of an emoticon will be the control group.  Both the 

supervisors will receive these e-mails as well as the employees of those supervisors and the e-

mail will be written as it was sent by the opposite;  from superior to inferior, and inferior  to 

superior.   Each person will receive an e-mail with only one of the formerly included emoticons.  

The participants will complete a survey that combines different scales such as the Conversational 

Appropriateness Scale, McCrosky’s Credibility scale and the Power Differential/distance scale. 

Upon filling out the survey, participants will be judging how professional they perceive the 
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messages to be.  After these surveys are completed their scores will be analyzed along with the 

type of e-mail so comparisons can be made to the perception of the sender and the content of the 

e-mail itself.   

Another variable of the messages will be who the message was sent by. If the message 

was sent by a superior, it will probably lower the perceived professionalism of the sender.  

 

 


