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Social media has become an increasingly multimodal space. Highfield & Leaver (2016: 47)
explore the growing significance of emojis, images, animated GIFs and videos, noting that “visual
social media content can highlight affect, political views, reactions, key information, and scenes
of importance”. Emojis in particular have received increasing attention from a variety of
perspectives (e.g. Dresner & Herring 2010, Ljubešić & Fišer 2016, Miller et al. 2016, Wijeratne et
al. 2016, Maíz-Arévalo 2017).
In this paper we carry out a large-scale data-driven corpus pragmatic analysis of emoji use on
Twitter. Our corpus contains a random selection of 40 million tweets in English and German
downloaded between February and May 2018 using the Twitter API. Table 1 shows the proportion
of tweets in our random sample containing multimodal elements.

Language

Total

Images

English

38,902,024 8,625,473 (22%) 2,259,007 (6%) 530,617 (1%)

6,381,274 (16%)

German

493,183

65,528 (13%)

68,205 (14%)

Videos

8,083 (2%)

Animated GIFs

3,953 (1%)

Emojis

Table 1. Frequency of multimodal elements in a random sample of tweets

Our focus in this study is on the 6 million tweets containing at least one emoji (a considerably
higher proportion than those containing videos or animated GIFs). Table 2 shows the most
frequent emojis found in our random sample, using the official character names as defined in the
Unicode standard.

Table 2. Most frequent emojis in a random sample of tweets
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Of particular interest to us are those emojis with more than one possible use. In our previous
corpus pragmatic studies we used collocational analyses to search for apologies in a large corpus
of blog posts and comments (Lutzky & Kehoe 2017) and to examine the use of swearwords in the
same corpus (Lutzky & Kehoe 2016), finding collocational analyses to be a useful method for
disambiguating different uses of the same word. We now apply the same technique to the
disambiguation of emojis. For example, the ‘folded hands’ emoji can be interpreted as thanking,
pleading, praying or giving a high five, and we find collocates reflecting all of these uses. We are
also able to examine collocation between emojis. We find that in the vast majority of cases emojis
tends to co-occur with themselves (e.g. ‘face with tears of joy’ collocates with itself 4.9 million
times) but, interestingly, we also find collocation between semantically-related emojis (e.g.
‘smiling face with heart eyes’ and ‘red heart’).
Throughout the paper we use specific examples to illustrate how the words and other emojis
collocating with a particular emoji offer clues about its intended meaning and illocutionary force,
and we describe some of the challenges we faced, relating to collocational span and the frequent
repetition of emojis within single tweets.
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