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Abstract 

Given the increasing use of online platforms, the current research comprised two studies 

examining links between personality and emoticon use: Study 1 explored the psychological 

factors associated with emoticon usage on different online platforms (N = 92), and Study 2 

assessed the accuracy of a group of observers’ personality judgements of Facebook users (N = 

54). Participants in Study 1 comprised previously unacquainted dyads who each completed 

measures on their Big-5 personality, self-esteem, social anxiety, self-presentation, and self-

reported usage of emoticons on email, text messages and Facebook. Participants provided 

Facebook data and interacted online with each other for ten-minutes. Trait analysis revealed 

that agreeableness was positively related to self-reported emoticon usage on Facebook, but not 

in texts or emails. In Study 2, observers viewed the Facebook stimuli and made personality 

assessments of the dyad members. Judgement accuracy was determined by correlating these 

assessments with targets’ own self-reported personality. Analyses revealed the highest level of 

accuracy for extraversion and openness. Finally, positive correlations were found between 

objective usage of “happy” emoticons and observers’ assessments of targets’ agreeableness, 

conscientiousness and openness. Taken together, findings indicate the importance of specific 

online behaviours in self-presentation, and their impact on judgement accuracy.  
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An exploration of psychological factors on emoticon usage and implications for 

judgement accuracy 

 

1. Introduction 

Online interaction is important in daily life and can be used to transmit, and receive, 

information to others via a range of digital platforms (e.g., health forums; Alfi & Talbot, 2013). 

Importantly, online interaction often goes beyond these functions, resulting in increasing 

research attention to the opportunities that online interaction permits in terms of presenting a 

particular sense of ‘self’, typically known as Self Presentation (SP: Goffman, 1990; Schlenker, 

2003). Given the rise and popularity of virtual platforms, SP in an online context is a key 

concern in contemporary society. Social networking sites (SNSs) are of particular interest due 

to the range of opportunities available for users to select the way they present themselves to 

others and upload personal information. Although initial investigation has examined whether 

people engage in SP online (Bullingham & Vasconcelos, 2013), the individual differences 

related to SP and online behaviour across contexts has not been fully established.  

The identification of key correlates of online behaviour is of interest as it can help elucidate 

the underlying reasons for the users’ behaviours. The present study investigates this issue 

across different online platforms to gain a richer understanding of user-context interactions. 

Critically, one of the reasons that people engage in SP is to make an impression on another 

person (Leary, 1995), therefore, it would seem important to examine how individual and 

contextual differences in online behaviour affect the first impressions that other people form 

about us. In addition to being practically important, an investigation into the impact that online 

behaviour has on first impressions can develop our theoretical understanding of how people 

form first impressions online. Accordingly, Study 1 explores the psychological correlates of 

online behaviour, in the form of emoticon usage, therefore focusing on the user’s perspective; 
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and Study 2 examines the impact of online behaviour on the validity, or ‘accuracy’, of first 

impressions, thus focusing on an observer’s perspective. The importance of this multi-

perspective approach relates to previous commentary highlighting individual differences in the 

types of behavioural cues people use on SNS (e.g., Mehdizadeh, 2010), and how this in turn, 

impacts upon others’ first impressions of users (Burke, 2004; Wall, Taylor, Conchie, Dixon, & 

Ellis, 2013). 

 

1.1 Self-presentation and individual differences in online behaviour and implications for 

first impression accuracy 

Individuals vary in the extent to which they monitor their behaviour (self-monitoring, 

Snyder, 1987). Those who are high in SP tend to alter their behaviour to present themselves in 

a favourable light, while those low in SP tend to present themselves in the same manner 

regardless of the context (Leary & Allen, 2011). As many interactions between individuals are 

now initiated online (e.g., online dating and Skype interviews for job recruitment: Rosenfield, 

2010), understanding the psychological factors underpinning users’ online SP behaviour and 

its subsequent impact on others’ judgements presents a pertinent concern. Within the online 

context, levels of SP and associated behavioural monitoring are likely to be associated with 

variations in online behaviours. Indeed, previous research has highlighted the utility of 

Goffman’s (1990) early work on SP within the context of online environments (Bullingham & 

Vasconcelos, 2013). However, less is understood about other psychological correlates of online 

SP efforts (cf. Ong, Ang, Ho, Lim, Goh, Lee, & Chua, 2011; Mehdizadeh, 2010) and therefore 

the psychological processes underlying why people behave as they do online remains open to 

question and is examined in Study 1. Importantly, given the anonymity in many forms of online 

interactions (Misoch, 2015) and enhanced likelihood of socially desirable responding when 

assessing a construct like SP it would seem imperative to examine actual online behaviours 
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(see Vohs, Baumeister, & Funder, 2007). Critically, this study represents the first attempt to 

examine psychological and contextual differences in online behaviour and first impressions 

using a combination of self-report and behavioural coding to measuring a specific type of 

online behaviour – emoticon usage.   

 ‘Emoticons’ may serve as a useful behaviour through which to examine the 

relationship between SP and individual differences across contexts. These text-based symbols 

provide an online equivalent of facial expressions in face-to-face interactions, allowing users 

to communicate their intended emotions (Derks, Bos & Grumbkow, 2008). The use of 

emoticons helps to circumvent the ambiguity associated with some forms on online 

communication (Kruger, Epley, Parker, & Ng, 2005), by supporting the reader to decipher 

intent in ambiguous messages (Ganster, Eimler, & Kramer, 2012; Kaye, Wall & Malone, in 

press). They also ease communication by providing information to the recipient that assists in 

regulating the interaction and expressing intimacy. Thus, it is possible that people’s use of 

emoticons may represent attempts to control their own behaviour and it is interesting to 

examine the use of this specific type of online behaviour across contexts. 

 When considering what elements of online contexts may be useful in advancing our 

understanding of SP and the psychological correlates underlying emoticon usage the public-

private dimension represents a useful distinction. There are a range of online platforms that 

vary in terms of the private (e.g., email) versus more public (e.g., Facebook, websites) nature. 

Critically, these platforms may also vary in terms of the synchronicity of communication 

(Facebook) or editing capabilities (website). Given the differences in the public nature of these 

platforms, it is possible this leads to differences in SP use, as supported by previous research 

showing such variations resulting from individual differences and different Internet arenas 

(Attrill, 2012; Fullwood, 2015; Kaye et al., in press). Importantly, the platforms of interest all 

permit emoticons as a form of expressive behaviour. 
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1.2. Theoretical Frameworks 

  
Drawing upon Walther’s hyperpersonal model of Computer Mediated Communication 

(CMC: 1993, 1996), it is possible that emoticon usage enables individuals to adapt their 

linguistic and textual behaviour to overcome non-verbal limitations in CMC, thus aiding 

impression development. Although substantive, this theory does not necessarily offer a full 

explanation for the way in which individuals may disclose information differently across online 

contexts (Attrill, 2012) nor does it provide compelling evidence of the way in which variations 

between individuals affects specific online behavioural communication. The present focus on 

contextual differences in emoticon usage and how this relates to key psychological variables 

aims to develop and extend this line of theorising.  

The importance of context and person on behaviour has been acknowledged in the 

interpersonal perception literature (Lextzring, Wells, & Funder, 2006; Wall, Taylor, & 

Campbell, 2016). Specifically, studies examining theoretical models of the accuracy process 

(Funder, 1995, 1999) have identified four key moderator variables. These are the information 

on which a judgement is based (i.e., context), the specific trait being judged, the target person 

being judged and the characteristics of the person making the judgment (i.e., the observer). The 

notion that context and type of information relates to trait-specific accuracy (Gosling, 

Augustine, Vazire, Holtzman, & Gaddis, 2011) highlights a useful avenue for the present focus 

on first impression accuracy in SNS. Indeed, evidence has revealed observers’ personality 

judgements of users based on Facebook profiles, to be highly convergent with users’ actual 

personality assessments when rating certain traits (Back et al. 2010; Gosling, Gaddis & Vazire, 

2007). This suggests that we reveal aspects of our personalities online that observers can readily 

detect. An exploration into users’ online behaviours across online contexts and associated first 

impression accuracy can increase our understanding of how accurate judgements are formed. 
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Before examining first impression accuracy across platforms based on emoticon cue usage, the 

first step is to explore individual differences in emoticon usage and SP across platforms. This 

examination represents the aim of Study 1. 

 

2. Study 1: Psychological Factors and Emoticon Usage across Platforms 

There are a number of key psychological factors that are conceivably related to emoticon 

usage in online contexts. In particular, as well as acknowledging SP as an important factor, the 

current research focused on the factors of personality, social anxiety and self-esteem. These 

will be discussed in the subsequent sections.  

Previous evidence points to the role of personality as a relevant factor in determining online 

behaviours (Amichai-Hamburger & Vinitzky, 2010; Eftekhar, Fullwood, & Morris, 2014; 

Fullwood, 2015). In particular, specific personality traits have been found to be associated with 

levels of SP and self-promotion on social networking sites (Carpenter, 2012; Marriot & 

Buchanan, 2014; Rosenberg & Egbert, 2011). For example, individuals high in the trait of 

agreeableness tend to be more concerned with SP, presumably as they often have greater 

concerns about being cooperative and friendly (Leary & Allen, 2011). Similarly, Gosling et al. 

(2011) explored relations between traits and online behaviours such as posting of photos and 

social engagement (see also Walther, Van de Heide, Kim, Westeman & Tong, 2008). 

Interestingly, a study by Ebeling-Witte, Frank, and Llester (2007) revealed that shyness was 

associated with problematic internet usage. Taken together, these findings suggest that who we 

are shapes what we do in online platforms in a number of interesting ways.   

A further psychological factor that is conceivably related to online behaviour is social 

anxiety. Social anxiety is related to SP (Schlenker & Leary, 1982), in that people with social 

anxiety are often concerned about the impressions that others form of them (Leary, Kowalski, 

& Campbell, 1988). Indeed, other evidence highlights that those high in social anxiety are 
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likely to engage in SP tactics to restore a damaged impression (Lee, Quigley, Nesler, Corbett, 

& Tedeschi, 1999). Similarly, other research has identified high levels of negative emotionality 

to be related to SP efforts (Sadler, Hunger, & Miller, 2010). In relation to forms of social 

anxiety, these generally relate to two factors: concerns about typical events (e.g., speaking in 

front of a group or meeting someone for the first time) and about social failures (e.g., being 

misunderstood). However, these anxiety concerns may operate differently within online 

interaction contexts. For example, socially anxious individuals may use more emoticons and/or 

a larger range of emoticons to avoid being judged negatively. In support, previous research has 

found those high in social anxiety generally have a preference for, and respond differently, in 

online communication compared to face-to-face interactions (Caplan, 2007; Pierce, 2009; 

Rauch, Strobel, Bella, Odachowski, & Bloom, 2014) due to  a perception of increased 

communicative success and control during an online interaction compared to face-to-face 

interaction (Shalon, Israelo, Markovitzky, & Lipsitz, 2015). While this provides us with an 

initial understanding, to date much research has focused on self-reports of online behaviour. 

The current study uses the innovative approach of utilising both self-report and direct 

observation of emoticon usage to further our understanding.  

The construct of self-esteem represents another key factor that might relate to SP and 

online contextual differences in emoticon usage. Self-esteem refers to the positive and negative 

evaluations that individuals attribute to themselves (Coppersmith, 1967) and has been proposed 

as a proxy measure of how accepted we are by others (Rosenberg, 1965). Those with high self-

esteem believe themselves to be more accepted by those around them compared to those lower 

in this characteristic (Leary & Baumeister, 2000). Evidence has revealed that self-esteem is a 

determinant of the nature of self-enhancement behaviours; specifically that those higher in this 

characteristic use compensatory self-enhancement strategies under conditions which threaten 

their reputation relative to those lower in self-esteem (Baumeister, 1982). In relation to online 
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behaviour, a similar notion has been noted whereby those with higher self-esteem may be likely 

to sustain their positive self-regard through effective SP efforts (Fullwood, 2015). Thus, it 

could be expected that self-esteem will be positively related to emoticon usage, as those high 

in this characteristic are conceivably more likely to engage in this behaviour to maintain 

positive SP and self-regard. The primary objective of Study 1 therefore was to investigate the 

relationship between these psychological characteristics and self-reported emoticon use on 

different online contexts.  

 

3. Method 

3.1 Participants  

Participants (N = 92) were first year university psychology students taking part for 

course credit. Participants were asked to complete an online questionnaire for a study interested 

in “The relationship between the self and online presentation”.  

 

3.2. Design and Procedure 

The study employed a correlational design to explore the role of SP, social anxiety, 

self-esteem, personality and platform-type on the outcome variable of emoticon usage. To gain 

measures of individuals emoticon use, they first provided self-report data using a questionnaire 

method, followed by tasks that obtained direct behavioural responses.  

The procedure commenced with the completion of ethical assurances, followed by 

completing measures on the psychological factors. These questionnaires were counterbalanced 

across participants to ensure any potential fatigue effects were not subject to particular 

questionnaires. Additionally, the final section measured emoticon usage in different online 

contexts (i.e., average number of emoticons used in text messages, Facebook messages and 

emails per week) and perceptions of privacy.  



EMOTICON USAGE AND PERSONALITY JUDGEMENTS 
 

9 
 

On completion of the self-report measures, participants engaged in two tasks through 

the platform of Facebook. This enabled behavioural measures of emoticon usage to be 

obtained. First, participants were asked to log in to their Facebook account so that the 

researcher could take static screen shots of their “profile page”. Second participants were asked 

to engage in a 10-minute online ‘chat’ conversation with an unknown user (another participant 

taking part concurrently) through an alternative Facebook profile set up for the purposes of the 

study (i.e., anonymous account purely for the purposes of an instant ‘chat’ exchange). In line 

with recent research (see Carney & Colvin, 2004; Wall et al., 2013) participants were instructed 

to ‘talk about anything they like’ to encourage natural conversation and online behaviours.  

 

3.3. Materials 

3.3.1 Social anxiety. The Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale (Liebowitz, 1987) was used to 

measure social anxiety. This 24-item questionnaire examines the extent to which participants 

feel anxious and avoid tasks in a variety of situations (e.g., using a telephone in public; being 

the centre of attention). Using a four-point Likert scale, participants indicated their fear (0 = 

none to 3 = severe) and avoidance of a situation (0 = never to 3 = usually). The current study 

employed only the social interaction items for anxiety and avoidance which were found to be 

adequately reliable for both avoidance (α = 88) and anxiety associated with social interaction 

(α = 90), consistent with previous research (Heimberg, Horner, Juster, Safren, Brown, 

Schneier, & Liebowitz, 1999).  

 

3.3.2 Self-esteem. This was assessed using Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 

1965). Participants endorsed their agreement with the 10-items using a Likert scale (1 = 

strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree). Example items include; “I am able to do things as well 

as most other people”. Previous research has found this measure to be valid (Hagborg, 2006), 
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and reliable as determined by internal consistency and test-retest (Fleming & Courtney, 1984). 

This was supported by the reliability analysis of the current study (α = .90). 

 

3.3.3 Personality. Personality was assessed using the 50-item International Personality 

Item Pool (IPIP-Big-5, Goldberg, 2006), which measures the Big-5 traits of extraversion, 

neuroticism, openness, conscientiousness and agreeableness using ten questions per trait. Each 

statement was to be rated on a scale from 1 (extremely inaccurate) to 7 (extremely accurate). 

The IPIP has indicated good convergent and discriminant validity (Lim & Ployhart, 2006; 

Socha, Cooper, & McCord, 2010). The current study found acceptable reliability for all sub-

scales (extraversion: α = 89; agreeableness: α = 82; neuroticism: α = 87; openness: α = 77; and 

conscientiousness: α = 82).  

 

3.3.4 Self-monitoring. A revised version of Snyder’s Self-Monitoring Scale assessed 

self-monitoring (Lennox & Wolfe, 1984). This 13-item questionnaire asks participants to rate 

on a 6-point scale (0= certainly always false, 5 = certainly always true) the extent to which 

each statement is true of them. The two sub-scales of this measure are: “ability to modify SP” 

and “sensitivity of expressive behaviour in others”, although the current study employed only 

the former of these. This measure has been found to be valid and reliable (ability to modify: α 

= .77; total sale: α = .75; Lennox & Wolfe, 1984), further supported by the current study’s 

reliability analysis of α = .77 for the modifying SP sub-scale.  

 

3.3.5 Emoticon usage. Emoticon usage was measured in two ways; self-reported usage 

and actual usage. To examine self-reported emoticon usage, a questionnaire was developed for 

the purposes of the current research. Initially, participants were asked to indicate on a “yes/no” 

basis whether they used emoticons in text messages, emails, and Facebook. Further to this, 
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participants rated on a 5-point scale (1 = never, 5 = almost always) the extent to which they 

used emoticons when communicating in these different online contexts. These scores were 

used in the subsequent analysis as a measure of self-reported usage.  

To obtain objective data on actual emoticon usage, two coders were recruited to score 

the number and type of emoticons used in the Facebook profile and ‘chat’ profiles. Both coders 

worked independently and achieved 100% consensus between the coders. From the coding 

procedure, three categories of emoticons were identified. These were “happy”, “sad” and 

“other”.  

   

4. Results  

Frequency analysis of the yes/no responses was undertaken to gain insight on the 

proportion of the sample who reported using emoticons in each of the three contexts. This 

revealed that the majority of participants report using emoticons in text messages (89.1%), with 

less using this communicative tool in Facebook (76.1%) or email contexts (15.2%). In order of 

magnitude the overall mean ratings of perceptions of privacy of the three contexts were as 

follows; email = 3.78 (SD = 1.10), text messages = 3.86 (SD = 1.10) and Facebook = 2.91 (SD 

= 1.26). Further descriptive analysis was undertaken on all study variables (see Table 1).  

 

 To examine the impact of context on self-reported differences in amount of emoticon 

usage, a one-way repeated measures ANOVA was performed with context as the independent 

variable and self-reported emoticon usage as the dependent variable. A significant effect of 

context was found, F (2, 160) = 125.16, p < .001, ηp2 = .96 whereby a greater use of emoticons 

was self-reported in Facebook (M = 4.32, SE = .09) than email (M = 3.98, SE = .13) and text 

based communication (M = 2.15, SE = .16). Similarly, a greater use of emoticons were reported 



EMOTICON USAGE AND PERSONALITY JUDGEMENTS 
 

12 
 

in email (M = 3.98, SE = .13) than text (M = 2.15, SE = .16), all p’s < .001. Thus, emoticon 

usage was reported as greatest on Facebook, followed by email then text messages.  

 

4.1. Psychological Factors and Self-Reported Emoticon usage 

To determine the relationship between psychological factors and self-reported 

emoticon use, a series of zero-order Pearson correlations were conducted (Table 1). This 

revealed only one significant relationship: agreeableness was positively related with self-

reported emoticon usage in the context of Facebook (r = .27, p < 05), but not in text messages 

(r = .11, p = .31) or emails (r = -.06, p = .61). Self-esteem and the sub-scales of social anxiety 

and self-monitoring, however, did not indicate any significant relationships with self-reported 

emoticon usage in any of the online contexts.  

 

[Insert Table 1 about here] 

 

When considering the psychological factors and general SP strategies, however, more 

relationships were observed. Specifically, agreeableness (r = .35, p <.001) and extraversion (r 

= .49, p <.001) were positively related to modifying SP. Interestingly, modifying SP was 

negatively related to social anxiety in social interactions (r = -.33, p <.001) and social 

avoidance in social interactions (r = -.23, p <.05). Finally, self-esteem was positively related 

to self-reported modifying SP (r = 35, p < .05).  

 

4.2. Psychological Factors and Actual Emoticon Usage 

Examining actual emoticon usage as determined by coding of Facebook/chat profiles 

enabled a more fine-grained analysis of the relationships. Openness to experience was 

specifically positively correlated with usage of “other” emoticons (e.g., “wink” face; r = .53, p 
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< .05), and conscientiousness was marginally negatively related to usage of “sad” emoticons 

(r = -.44, p = .06). Finally, modifying SP was negatively related to usage of “sad” emoticons 

(r = -.53, p < .05).  

 

5. Discussion 

Study 1 aimed to provide an account of the psychological correlates of emoticon usage 

across online contexts to assess: i) key psychological factors associated with self-reported and 

actual usage of emoticons; and ii) potential differential usage as a product of these contextual 

variations. Findings identified differences in the extent to which participants reported they used 

emoticons in the three contexts of text messages, Facebook and email. When viewed alongside 

the findings for actual emoticon usage our data reveal important correlates of online behaviour. 

Namely, agreeableness positively correlated with self-reported emoticon usage on Facebook, 

but not in the other contexts. This is justifiable given that Facebook, like most SNSs, largely 

represents a high level of social involvement with others, therefore offering more opportunities 

to modify emotional behaviours and interactions. These findings highlight the importance of a 

context-specific approach when examining the correlates of online behaviour, such as 

emoticons, particularly given their usage is largely determined by the context of their 

occurrence (Vandergriff, 2013). 

In relation to the behavioural data gained through Facebook we were able to explore 

more fully the contextual influences on emoticon usage in terms of actual usage versus self-

reported emoticon usage. Differences in the correlates of emoticon usage as a function of online 

context were found. Specifically, although agreeableness was found to be related to self-

reported emoticon usage on Facebook, this was not corroborated within the objective emoticon 

data. Instead the latter revealed that openness and conscientiousness were crucial traits. One 

reason for these discrepancies may be that type of emoticon were not specified within the self-
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report data whereas they were in the objective data. Additionally, these discrepancies may be 

solely attributable to methodological issues common in self-report research. Nevertheless, 

these findings highlight the utility of a multi-methodological approach to understanding human 

behaviour. 

The finding that openness was positively related to a variety of emoticons is, to some 

extent, supported by research that has found this trait to be related to a range of linguistic cues 

and expressive language (e.g., Mairesse, Walker, Mehl, & Moore, 2007; Mehl, Gosling, & 

Pennebaker, 2006). Indeed, facets of openness have been found to correlate with words relating 

to insight along with a limited use of the past tense (Mehl et al., 2006). The extent to which 

emoticons represent these previously observed cues is debatable, however, our findings suggest 

diversity in emotional expression via emoticons in CMC may be a useful cue to accurately 

judging individuals’ levels of openness.  

Although there were a number of non-significant correlations between the other 

psychological factors and emoticon usage, some of the relations with general self-reported SP 

were noteworthy. That is, agreeableness and extraversion were particularly key in their positive 

relationships with modifying SP behaviours. These two traits are interpersonal traits and 

arguably socially desirable traits (Riggio & Friedman, 1986), thus, the relations with SP make 

intuitive sense and speak to the importance of trait-specific differences in SP.  

Additionally, facets of social anxiety and avoidance were generally negatively 

associated with SP modification efforts whereby those higher in social anxiety, demonstrated 

lower self-monitoring behaviours. These findings are intriguing and, we believe, warrant 

further investigation. Our data suggests that those who were anxious found it difficult to 

monitor their behaviour. This possibility has also been noted by Funder (1995) who, in 

reference to motivational styles of information processing, comments that defensiveness can 

distort processing of information cues (John & Robins, 1994). Understanding facets of social 
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anxiety and its role in online interactional behaviour is therefore a key concern for future 

research.  

Finally, self-esteem was positively related to general SP modification, which supports 

previous research (Mhedizadeh, 2010). This finding is opposite to that of social anxiety 

reported above and bolsters the tentative explanation that anxiety and low self-esteem may 

negatively impact on SP behaviour and warrants further research attention. Clearly these 

factors have a role in general self-monitoring behaviours but perhaps it could be argued here 

that emoticon usage is not a fundamental source of SP behaviour, or that efforts of SP are not 

the primary motive in their usage. This may account for why there were not more associations 

between the psychological factors of interest with usage data.  

In summation, we have been able to identify some initial factors (psychological and 

contextual) relevant in individuals’ emoticon usage, as a potential indicator of SP efforts. 

However, to examine the practical utility of these findings and develop our theoretical 

understanding of how personality is revealed, and judged, through behaviour, it is imperative 

to explore the impact of these behaviours on the accuracy of first impressions. This formed the 

basis for Study 2, in which we used the Facebook profiles and chat interaction data as a stimuli 

through which naïve observers made personality judgements of these targets.  

 

6. Study 2: Personality Judgements 

The accuracy of personality judgements based on first impressions has been examined in 

many contexts, including face-to-face interaction (Funder, Kolar, & Blackman, 1995; Letzring, 

Wells, & Funder, 2006) and telephone conversations (Wall et al., 2013). Of greater interest to 

the current study is that people are also able to form accurate first impressions within online 

contexts (e.g., synchronous and asynchronous email, Gill, Oberlander, & Austin, 2006; Kruger, 

Epley, Parker, & Ng, 2005; Hancock & Dunham, 2001). While personality can be judged 



EMOTICON USAGE AND PERSONALITY JUDGEMENTS 
 

16 
 

accurately, individuals often monitor their behaviour both offline and online to present 

themselves in the best light (Leary, 1995; Kramer & Winter, 2008, respectively). Although 

much research has examined SP in face-to-face interactions, less is known about the types of 

online behaviour that may be prone to SP effects and the subsequent impact that this has on the 

accuracy of personality impressions. 

Recent evidence highlights that use of positive emoticons in text messages can reduce 

negative perceptions of the user (Kingsbury, 2014), and that emoticon users are judged to be 

more out-going than non-users (Darbyshire, Kirk, Wall, & Kaye, 2016; Fullwood & Martino, 

2007). However, the ‘accuracy’ of perceptions based on emoticon usage has not been 

examined. More specifically, how personality, SP, online emoticon use and impression 

accuracy across online contexts inter-relate. This represents a major objective of the present 

study. Study 1 revealed some initial insight into the role of particular personality traits on 

emoticon usage on the context of Facebook, specifically: 1) emoticon use differs depending 

upon the specific platform; and 2) personality is only related to emoticon use on Facebook. 

Given these differences, it is interesting to examine how emoticon use can influence personality 

judgements across a range of contexts. Study 2 focused on two online contexts: Facebook and 

online ‘chat’ and considered how emoticon usage may vary across these contexts. Moreover, 

in line with the growing research on the relationship between online ‘cues’ and impressions 

(e.g., Fullwood & Martino, 2007; Stopfer, Egloff, Nestler & Back, 2014; Walther et al., 2008) 

our methodology permits an investigation into the role of different emoticons in online 

impression accuracy.  

The majority of research examining the link between behaviour and personality in offline 

settings has focused largely on the trait of extraversion (e.g., Scherer, 1978, 1986) or emotional 

states and non-verbal behaviour (Ekman, 1985; Ekman, Friesen, & Ellsworth, 1972). Berry and 

Hansen‘s (2000) report that low agreeableness was related to ‘negative facial expressions’ 



EMOTICON USAGE AND PERSONALITY JUDGEMENTS 
 

17 
 

suggests there may be a link between personality and online emoticon usage. By definition, 

personality encompasses an individual’s thoughts and feelings; thus, cues indicating emotion 

(i.e., emoticons) should be linked to personality. In support, Ekman (1992; see also Izzard, 

1977) states that emotions are communicated to others in distinct facial expressions, which is 

likely part of the expressive style of personality. Emotional expressions play a role in fostering 

the nature of interactions with others (and vice versa) (Keltner, 1996) and the online context in 

this respect is largely equivalent. Therefore, the extent to which emotional expression is 

formulated and facilitated as a product of the interactivity of the online context is an interesting 

area of research enquiry.  

More recently, researchers have begun to examine the accuracy of judgements formed in a 

range of online contexts such as online blogs (Biel, Aran, & Gatica-Perez, 2011) email (Back 

et al., 2008) and Facebook (Back et al., 2010) but few studies have compared findings across 

contexts or provided compelling evidence of the specific underpinnings of judgement accuracy 

(see Walther et al., 2008). Such findings are useful in developing an understanding of how 

personality is revealed through online behaviour, and highlight differences between online and 

offline behaviours (see DeAndrea & Walther, 2007).  

Moreover, another group of studies have explored the links between online cues and 

judgements formed with an online context (e.g., Walther et al., 2008), and other studies have 

examined the impact of targets’ personality on the type of judgements formed (Colvin, 1993; 

see also Funder, 1995). However, to the best of our knowledge, no study has examined these 

critical factors together in one study. More specifically, the major objective of Study 2 is to 

examine how accurately individuals can be judged on the basis of two online contexts: 

Facebook and online ‘chat’. Finally, a novel objective of the study is to explore the relation 

between objectively coded and self-reported emoticon cue usage and judgement accuracy. 

Consequently, this study examines the following research questions: 
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1.  How ‘accurate’ are observers when rating personality on the basis of viewing online 

behaviour? 

2. How does actual emoticon usage relate to the judgement of another’s personality?  

 

7. Method 

7.1. Participants 

Using the Facebook profiles and ‘chat’ data obtained from Study 1 (n = 54), a group of 

naive observers (N = 7) rated their impressions of the target participants. Initially 10 observers 

were recruited, however three did not complete all targets’ profiles, therefore resulting in a total 

sample of seven who provided a full set of responses. Of these seven, five were female and two 

were male and all Psychology undergraduates. 

 

7.2. Design and Procedure 

A correlational design was used to investigate the role of context and emoticon cue 

usage on first impression accuracy for the Big Five personality traits. Observers independently 

rated their impressions of all 54 target participants based solely on viewing their Facebook and 

chat profiles, resulting in a total of 378 judgements. Given the length of time involved in rating 

all targets, this was conducted over five 2-hour rating sessions across a period of five weeks 

(see Gosling et al. 2007 for similar procedure). Observers reported that they were not 

acquainted with any of the target participants, therefore removing this potential confound.  

 

7.3. Measures 

 7.3.1 Personality Judgements. Observers’ impressions of the participants’ personality 

was assessed using a modified version of the 50-item IPIP used in Study 1. Specifically, each 

item was prefaced with “I think the person whose Facebook profile/chat profile I have viewed 
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is….’ to ensure personality assessment related to the intended target. Reliability analyses was 

conducted for each trait per observer and aggregated across all observers per trait, revealing 

highly acceptable reliability. For simplicity, we report the aggregate scores for each trait here, 

specifically extraversion (α = .80), agreeableness (α = .86), conscientiousness (α = .82), 

neuroticism (α = .76), and openness (α = .73).  

 

7.4. Measuring ‘Accuracy’ 

 Accuracy is a fraught term (Funder, 2012) and has been labelled self-other agreement 

(see Funder, 1995, 1999). In essence, here it refers to the validity of a judgment made about a 

person in terms of whether it converges with the target’s personality. In other words, do 

observers see a target person the same way as that target sees themselves? Accuracy was 

measured using two methods. First overall observer accuracy was computed by correlating 

aggregated observer ratings with the participants self-report, thus reflecting the accuracy of the 

group of observers. Next, single-observer accuracy was determined by the mean pairwise 

correlation between each observer and the target participants’ self-report, therefore reflecting 

the mean accuracy of a single observer (see Gosling, Gaddis, & Vasire, 2007 for similar 

analytical procedure). Significant correlations represent ‘accurate’ judgements with r-values 

closer to 1 being deemed as more accurate. 

 

8. Results 

A number of correlational analyses were undertaken to assess the extent of convergence 

across all observers (consensus) and agreement (accuracy) between observers and the targets’ 

self-reported personality scores from Study 1 (see Table 2). Specifically, intra-class 

correlations, ICC’s (2, 1) (Shrout & Fleiss, 1979) were performed across the seven observers’ 
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trait scores to gain a consensus score and this revealed significant agreement for all traits, with 

the exception of conscientiousness (see Table 2).  

To explore personality trait accuracy, a number of analyses were conducted. First, 

targets’ self-reported traits were correlated with each observers’ rating of these targets for an 

accuracy score per observer per trait; thus, each observer had as many accuracy scores as 

targets. From this, a mean single observer accuracy score (i.e., across traits) was obtained, 

resulting in 54 correlations (one per target). Additionally, correlation coefficients were 

obtained between targets’ self-reports and the aggregate observers’ rating per trait. These 

revealed good levels of accuracy, in particular for extraversion (r = .74, p < 001), and openness 

(r = 44, p < 05).  

 

[Table 2 about here] 

 

A final analysis assessed the relationship between personality judgements and 

behavioural usage of emoticons. Here positive correlations were found between targets’ use of 

“happy” emoticons and observers’ assessments of agreeableness (r = .74, p < .01), 

conscientiousness (r = .63, p < .05), and openness (r = .63, p < .05).  

 

9. Discussion 

Study 2 had two major aims: to examine the accuracy of first impressions formed after 

viewing an individuals’ online behaviour and to explore the role of a specific form of online 

behaviour – emoticon usage – in shaping judgments across traits. Findings revealed high 

judgement accuracy for extraversion and openness, and positive relationships between usage 

of positive “happy” emoticons with judgements on agreeableness, openness and 

conscientiousness. 
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The findings concerning accuracy for extraversion are largely consistent with a wealth 

of research regarding online and offline contexts, supporting that this trait tends to be accurately 

judged (Vazire & Gosling, 2004; see Funder, 1999). The present finding therefore adds to the 

growing literature concerning extraversion as an ‘easy’ to judge trait in terms of its accessible 

behavioural manifestations, even within online contexts (Mairesse, Walker, Mehl, & Moore, 

2007). The finding that openness was accurately rated online converges with recent studies 

examining Facebook profiles (Gosling et al., 2007) and websites (Vazire & Gosling, 2004). 

This recent research highlighted that in an online context, accuracy for this trait is high, thus 

standing in stark contrast to offline studies where openness is difficult to judge. Interestingly 

this particular pattern of findings corroborates recent research into differential trait perceptions 

that vary in terms of the public-private context being examined. Specifically, Holleran and 

Mehl’s (2007) study of judgements based on a stream of consciousness writing, and thus a 

more private context of SP, found that these two traits (extraversion and openness) were rated 

more accurately than the remaining ones.  

Furthermore, recent researchers have argued that these more nuanced context-trait 

relations can enhance our theoretical understanding of personality and perception (Vandergriff, 

2013). Digman (1997) proposed that two higher order meta-traits underlie the Big Five. These 

meta-traits have been labelled as Stability (comprising agreeableness, conscientiousness, and 

neuroticism), which reflects internal motivational and emotion components of an individual, 

and Plasticity (comprising extraversion and openness) which refers to external processes 

including exploration of the social world (DeYoung, 2006). Our findings that the “plasticity” 

traits were judged accurately converges with Hollerahn and Mehl’s findings and suggests an 

interesting lens through which to interpret perception processes in online contexts. Given that 

the trait of openness is typically difficult to judge offline, our findings suggest that online 
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contexts permit the expression of openness to a greater extent than offline contexts, and that 

observers can detect these expressions.  

Consensus analysis revealed good agreement across observers for all traits, with the 

exception of conscientiousness. At first glance this findings is surprising as conscientiousness 

is often highlighted as one of the most accurately judged traits along with extraversion 

(Albright, Kenny, & Malloy, 1988). However, this pattern tends to be observed primarily in 

offline contexts. As noted by a number of researchers (e.g., Vandergriff, 2013; Wall et al., 

2016) the ease with which a trait is judged interacts with the informational context through 

which it is revealed. This is supported in our data as openness was accurately judged whereas 

studies examining offline interactions report that this trait is difficult to judge (Wall et al., 

2013). Finally, the observed relationships between “happy” emoticon usage and judgements 

on the traits of agreeableness, conscientiousness and openness are noteworthy. That is, this 

suggests online positive emotional expression is positively related to others’ perceptions of 

traits that are typically considered to be socially desirable in nature.  

 

10. General Discussion 

The current research offers a number of new findings to the literature, providing theoretical 

implications for our understanding of how we behave online and how others use this behaviour 

to form personality judgements. First, we demonstrated that agreeableness was related to 

context-specific emoticon usage; specifically, agreeableness was related to self-reported usage 

in Facebook but not the other contexts. This supports person-context interactions typically 

revealed offline (Jacobs, Van Os, Derom, Thiery, Delespaul, & Wichers, 2011) and highlights 

the need to move beyond conceptions of the Internet as a unidimensional environment. Our 

data suggest that what we do and when we choose to do this is nuanced and highlights the need 

for context specific explorations of these issues.  
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Our findings also offer a practical implication in terms of the traits that were more 

accurately judged in certain contexts, which may be useful for practitioners conducting remote 

personality assessments and organisations in their recruitment practises (see Chapman & 

Rowe, 2001). Specifically, we demonstrated that judgement accuracy was highest for the more 

“publicly oriented” traits of extraversion and openness, which develops the evidence-base 

surrounding meta-traits (Digman, 1997). This pattern of differential accuracy across traits 

complements and extends theoretical models of judgement accuracy (see Funder, 1995, 1999). 

That is, differences in accuracy by trait type highlights that even when faced with limited 

information cues we are able to usefully distinguish between types of online cues and use these 

to form accurate judgements, at least for the traits of extroversion and openness.  

Our data highlighted an important methodological implication whereby a focus on 

comparing self-reported behaviour and actual behaviour revealed differences in the context of 

Facebook (see also Vohs et al., 2007). Although further research is needed to investigate the 

mechanisms underlying these differences our findings suggest that in certain contexts what we 

say we do and what we do may differ.  

When considering alternative explanations it is important to consider some potential 

limitations. The focus on only one type of online behaviour – that of emoticon usage – limits 

the breadth of our conclusions in terms of the cues available which observers may have used 

to form impressions. Importantly, given the exploratory nature of this research we do not 

directly link cue use with accuracy in judgements, rather, our data reveal interesting 

relationships between emoticon usage and personality and warrant further research attention 

More specifically, our study provides an important first step in terms of the psychological 

correlates of emoticon usage and how perceptions of usage differ from actual usage. Indeed, a 

useful avenue for future investigation would be to extend this line of reasoning and 
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qualitatively explore the motivations underlying the different types of emoticon use and the 

purpose they serve for the user (Kaye et al., in press).  

A further limitation is that although we identified differential emoticon usage between 

online contexts (Study 1), a more detailed understanding of how and why these contexts 

resulted in these differences remains unanswered. It would be useful for future research to 

provide additional insight into what contextual factors determine the extent of emoticon usage. 

Indeed, previous research identifies work-related emails as one context in which emoticon 

usage is perceived to be more unprofessional yet less negative in nature than those without 

emoticons (Gacey & Richard, 2013). We believe that our analyses are appropriate for the nature 

of our research questions and encourage further research to adopt approaches that utilise these 

behavioural forms of data gathering within specific online contexts.  

Taken together, our findings for accuracy and the relations between cue use and first 

impressions have important social implications. Namely, contemporary systems increasingly 

rely on online context for initiating and maintaining communications (e.g., online dating and 

online job recruitment). In these online contexts, first impressions are paramount. Therefore, 

understanding the behaviours which enable users to present themselves better for enabling such 

impressions is an area of practical significance.  
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