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Abstract

Although emojis are widely used on social media brand pages, their effectiveness remains
unclear. Drawing on the brand anthropomorphism literature, this research proposes that
emojis function as anthropomorphic cues that simultaneously increase perceived warmth
while decreasing perceived competence, and that their effectiveness depends on the role
consumers assign to the brand. Two between-subjects experiments were conducted to test
the proposed framework. Study 1 demonstrates that emoji use increases perceived warmth
but decreases perceived competence and that these competing perceptions mediate the
relationship between emoji use and purchase intention. Study 2 shows that brand role
serves as a critical boundary condition. Specifically, emojis increase purchase intention
for partner brands through enhanced perceived warmth, whereas they decrease purchase
intention for servant brands through reduced perceived competence. By identifying brand
role as a determinant of the psychological mechanism underlying emoji effectiveness, this
research extends the brand anthropomorphism literature to the context of social media
communication. The findings also provide practical guidance by suggesting that emoji
use should be aligned with the role and image a brand seeks to communicate.

Keywords: emojis; brand anthropomorphism; brand role; social media brand pages;
warmth and competence

1. Introduction

With the rapid growth of social media platforms such as Instagram, brands increas-
ingly interact with consumers and cultivate long-term relationships through their official

W) Check for updates brand pages. Beyond serving as channels for disseminating information, social media

brand pages have become important touchpoints where brands can express their person-
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alities and establish emotional connections with consumers [1]. As key platforms for di-
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rect brand—consumer communication, these pages use diverse forms of content to present
brands as social actors rather than mere commercial entities [2]. For example, brands such
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brands actively incorporate emojis into posts, comments, and stories to facilitate their in-
teractions with consumers [4,5]. Prior research suggests that emojis make messages ap-
pear warmer, friendlier, and “more human,” thereby increasing perceptions of warmth,
intimacy, and social presence [6,7]. Consistent with these findings, recent studies have
demonstrated that emoji use generally enhances consumer responses in the context of so-
cial media brand pages [3].

Despite these positive findings, the effects of emojis may not always be benefi-
cial. While emojis can enhance perceptions of warmth, they may simultaneously under-
mine perceptions of professionalism and seriousness, thereby reducing a communication
source’s or brand’s perceived competence [6]. Consequently, understanding the condi-
tions in which emojis produce positive or negative effects is critical for developing effec-
tive brand communication strategies for social media. Nevertheless, relatively limited re-
search has been devoted to identifying the boundary conditions of emoji effectiveness in
brand communication.

The present research proposes that brand role represents an important boundary con-
dition. Specifically, we expect that the increased warmth and decreased competence result-
ing from emoji use will have differential effects on purchase intention depending on brand
role. Consumers have different expectations based on the role a brand assumes, and these
expectations may shape the criteria they use to evaluate the brand [8]. Prior research distin-
guishes between two primary anthropomorphized brand roles: servant brands and part-
ner brands. A servant brand functions as an instrumental helper that assists consumers in
solving problems and achieving their goals. In contrast, a partner brand emphasizes emo-
tional bonding and social companionship [9,10]. Consequently, consumers tend to place
greater importance on competence, reliability, and problem-solving ability when evalu-
ating servant brands, whereas emotional closeness and relational warmth become more
important when evaluating partner brands.

Accordingly, the effects of emoji use on purchase intention may vary depending on
brand role. For partner brands, the increased warmth resulting from emoji use is expected
to enhance purchase intention, whereas for servant brands, the decreased competence re-
sulting from emoji use is expected to reduce purchase intention. Thus, the relative impor-
tance of warmth and competence in shaping purchase intention is expected to depend on
the role of the brand.

This study examines the effects of emoji use on consumer responses to social media
brand pages and the underlying psychological mechanisms. Specifically, we investigate
the roles of perceived warmth and perceived competence in explaining the effects of emoji
use on purchase intention and examine brand role (servant vs. partner) as a boundary con-
dition of these effects. By integrating research on emoji-based communication with the lit-
erature on brand anthropomorphism, this study provides a more nuanced understanding
of how and when emoji use influences consumer responses in social media brand commu-
nication. The findings also provide practical implications for brands seeking to use emojis
effectively on social media brand pages.

2. Theoretical Background
2.1. Social Media Brand Pages

Social media has become one of the most effective marketing channels for firms to com-
municate with consumers and build long-term relationships. Central to these interactions
are social media brand pages, which function as official brand-managed online communi-
ties that facilitate communication and engagement between brands and consumers [1,3].
Rather than functioning solely as channels for disseminating information, social media
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brand pages enable brands to express their personalities, establish emotional connections
with consumers, and foster ongoing interactions.

Although social media brand pages share many structural characteristics with per-
sonal social media profiles, they differ in several important respects. Unlike personal ac-
counts created and managed by individual users, brand pages are officially operated by
companies and are specifically designed to communicate with consumers who voluntarily
follow the brand or subscribe to its page [3]. On platforms such as Instagram and Facebook,
consumers can become followers of a brand by clicking the “Follow” or “Like” button, af-
ter which they receive the brand’s content in their feeds. Brands can then publish various
forms of content, including stories, photographs, videos, and promotional posts, while
consumers interact with these posts by liking, commenting, and sharing them [11].

For firms, social media brand pages represent an important platform for maintaining
relationships with existing customers, attracting potential customers, promoting products
and services, and, increasingly, facilitating online sales [3]. Thus, social media brand pages
function as more than communication channels but also as valuable marketing and com-
merce platforms that strengthen brand-consumer relationships.

From the consumer perspective, participation in social media brand pages is moti-
vated by the value these platforms are perceived to provide. Previous research suggests
that consumers derive both functional value, such as obtaining product information and
updates, and hedonic value, including entertainment and emotionally engaging brand-
related content, by interacting with brand pages [1]. Additionally, consumers can com-
municate directly with brands by commenting on posts and can also interact with other
followers who share similar interests. These interactions generate relational value that fur-
ther enhances favorable attitudes toward the brand and increases purchase intentions [3].
Similarly, Patwardhan and Yang [12] demonstrated that consumers who perceive greater
functional and hedonic value from brand page content develop more favorable attitudes
toward the page, subsequently leading to stronger purchase intentions.

Together, social media brand pages provide substantial value for both firms and con-
sumers by facilitating communication, building relationships, and fostering consumer en-
gagement. Given that interactions on these platforms are primarily achieved through digi-
tal communication, the specific communication cues employed by brands may play a criti-
cal role in shaping consumer responses. Among these cues, emoji use has emerged as one
of the most prevalent and influential features of contemporary social media communication.

2.2. Emojis

Emojis are graphic symbols used in digital communication to express emotions, atti-
tudes, and social cues [13]. Unlike face-to-face communication, in which nonverbal cues
such as facial expressions and gestures naturally convey emotional meaning, digital com-
munication lacks these cues. Consequently, emojis have become an important means of
enriching text-based communication by conveying emotional and interpersonal informa-
tion [14]. Emojis enable users to express a wide range of emotions, including happiness,
sadness, anger, and excitement [15], while simultaneously facilitating social interaction
and eliciting emotional responses [16]. As emoji use has increased, firms have also adopted
emojis across various marketing contexts, including social media brand pages [3,17], ad-
vertising [18,19], and mobile marketing [20,21].

Generally, prior research has reported positive effects of emoji use in communication.
For example, communicators who use emojis are perceived as friendlier, more humor-
ous, and more approachable, thereby enhancing social connectedness [16]. Consequently,
emoji use has been shown to generate positive emotions, increase consumer engagement,
and strengthen purchase intentions [19,20]. However, emojis’ effects are not uniformly pos-
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itive. In service contexts, employees who use emojis are perceived as warmer but less com-
petent than those who do not, leading to different evaluations and behavioral responses
based on the interaction context [6]. Taken together, these findings suggest that the effects
of emoji use are mixed: although emojis can facilitate positive consumer responses by en-
hancing social and emotional connection, they can also generate unfavorable evaluations
by reducing perceived competence.

To explain the mixed findings associated with the effects of emojis in brand commu-
nication, the present research focuses on warmth and competence, the two fundamental
dimensions underlying consumers’ evaluations of brands [22,23]. Warmth reflects percep-
tions of sincerity, friendliness, goodwill, and enthusiasm [24], while competence refers to
perceptions of a brand’s capabilities, effectiveness, confidence, and expertise [25]. Con-
sumers perceive a brand as warm when they believe it has positive and cooperative inten-
tions toward them [22]. Brands perceived as warm are viewed as sincere, friendly, and
caring, leading consumers to feel respected, understood, and emotionally valued. Con-
sequently, perceptions of warmth contribute to more favorable brand evaluations. In con-
trast, consumers perceive a brand as competent when they believe it can successfully fulfill
its intentions [26]. Brands perceived as competent are evaluated more favorably in terms
of product quality and performance; this, in turn enhances consumers’ purchase inten-
tions [27]. Perceived competence is particularly important for brands that are expected to
provide services, solve consumers’ problems, or deliver effective solutions.

Prior research suggests that emojis affect how consumers perceive communication
sources. Specifically, emojis increase perceived warmth by conveying friendliness, emo-
tional expressiveness, and sociability [28,29]. In contrast, because emojis primarily func-
tion as informal emotional cues rather than signals of expertise, their use may reduce
perceived professionalism and competence [6,30]. Accordingly, business communication
guidance has long cautioned against using emojis in formal communication because they
may undermine perceived professionalism [31,32].

Consistent with this reasoning, Li et al. [6] found that service employees who used
emojis were perceived as warmer but less competent than those who did not. Similar mech-
anisms are likely to operate in the context of social media brand pages, where consumers
frequently perceive brands as social actors and evaluate them similarly to human interac-
tion [33]. Therefore, we expect that emoji use on social media brand pages will increase
consumers’ perceptions of brand warmth while decreasing their perceptions of brand com-
petence. Based on this reasoning, we propose the following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Emoji use on social media brand pages will increase consumers’ perceived
warmth toward the brand.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Emoji use on social media brand pages will decrease consumers’ perceived
competence toward the brand.

Given that warmth and competence are important dimensions of brand evaluation
that influence consumers’” purchase decisions [22,23,27], these changes in brand percep-
tions are expected to subsequently affect purchase intention. Specifically, increased per-
ceived warmth is expected to positively mediate the effect of emoji use on purchase in-
tention, whereas decreased perceived competence is expected to negatively mediate this
effect. Accordingly, we propose the following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). Perceived warmth will positively mediate the effect of emoji use on purchase
intention.
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Hypothesis 3b (H3b). Perceived competence will negatively mediate the effect of emoji use on
purchase intention.

2.3. Brand Role and the Effects of Emojis

As discussed, warmth and competence are the two fundamental dimensions underly-
ing consumers’ evaluations of brands. However, warmth and competence do not always
carry equal importance in brand evaluation. Rather, consumers form different expecta-
tions depending on the role a brand is perceived to perform and place greater weight on
attributes congruent with that role [9,34].

Research on brand anthropomorphism suggests that brands can be perceived as occu-
pying various social roles, most notably as servant brands or partner brands [34]. A servant
brand is viewed as a helper that works for consumers and supports them in achieving their
goals. In contrast, a partner brand is perceived as a companion that collaborates with con-
sumers and builds relationships with them. Consequently, consumers develop different
expectations of a brand based on the role it assumes [8,9].

When a brand is presented as a servant, consumers expect it to solve their problems
and help them achieve their goals effectively. In this context, the brand’s expertise and
ability to successfully fulfill its role become the primary criteria for evaluation. Conse-
quently, consumers place greater weight on competence when evaluating servant brands.
In contrast, when a brand is presented as a partner, consumers perceive it as a companion
with whom they interact and build relationships [9]. Accordingly, consumers are more
concerned with whether the brand is friendly, caring, and capable of establishing emo-
tional connections with them. Thus, they place greater weight on warmth when evaluating
partner brands.

From this perspective, brand role can serve as an important contextual cue that de-
termines whether consumers place greater importance on warmth or competence when
evaluating a brand. These differences in brand-role expectations suggest that perceived
warmth and competence may have different implications for consumers’ purchase deci-
sions. For servant brands, perceived competence should play a particularly important role
in shaping purchase intention because consumers expect these brands to possess the ability
and expertise necessary to effectively solve problems and help them achieve their goals. In
contrast, for partner brands, perceived warmth should play a more important role in shap-
ing purchase intention because consumers expect these brands to be friendly, caring, and
capable of forming an emotional connection with them.

As discussed earlier, emoji use has dual effects on brand perceptions, increasing
perceived warmth while decreasing perceived competence [6]. Accordingly, for partner
brands, for which warmth is a particularly important evaluative criterion, the increased
warmth resulting from emoji use is expected to enhance purchase intention. In contrast,
for servant brands, for which competence is a particularly important evaluative criterion,
the decreased competence resulting from emoji use is expected to reduce purchase in-
tention. Thus, although emoji use may simultaneously increase perceived warmth and
decrease perceived competence, these changes are expected to have different effects on
purchase intention depending on brand role. Based on this reasoning, we propose the
following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Brand role will moderate the effect of emoji use on purchase intention.

Hypothesis 4a (H4a). For partner brands, emoji use will increase purchase intention through
enhanced perceived warmth.
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Hypothesis 4b (H4b). For servant brands, emoji use will decrease purchase intention through
reduced perceived competence.

The conceptual model of this study is presented in Figure 1.

H3a Brand role

Perceived warmth H4a
H4b

H1

Emoji use on

social media brand pages Purchase intention

H2 H3b

Perceived competence

H1: Emoji use — Perceived warmth

H2: Emoji use — Perceived competence

H3a: Emoji use — Perceived warmth — Purchase intention
H3b: Emoji use — Perceived Competence — Purchase intention

Hd4a: (Partner brand) Emoji use — Perceived warmth — Purchase intention

H4b: (Servant brand) Emoji use — Perceived Competence — Purchase intention

Figure 1. Conceptual model.

3. Study 1

3.1. Methods
3.1.1. Experimental Design and Participants

Study 1 examined whether the use of emojis affects consumers’ purchase intention
and whether the effect of emojis on purchase intention is mediated by perceived warmth
and perceived competence. A one-factor between-subjects design was utilized, with emoji
use (present vs. absent) as the independent variable. A total of 101 undergraduate students
from a university in Seoul, South Korea, participated in the experiment (58 males, 57.4%;
M_age =22.33 years, SD = 1.65; age range = 20-25 years).

3.1.2. Stimulus Development and Procedure

Instagram was selected as the social media context because it provides a highly visual
and interactive communication environment in which symbolic cues are widely used to
facilitate brand—consumer interactions [35]. As emojis represent a prominent form of sym-
bolic and nonverbal communication in social media, Instagram provides an appropriate
context for examining how emoji use shapes consumers’ perceptions of brands. Partici-
pants were exposed to an Instagram brand page post created for a focal brand. Following
Doh et al. [3], milk was selected as the product category, and Seoul Milk was used as the
focal brand. Emoji use was operationalized as a binary factor (present vs. absent) because
the primary objective of this study was to examine the general effect of emoji use rather
than the effects of specific emoji types or frequencies. The emojis used in the experimental
stimuli were selected with reference to emojis commonly observed on actual social media
brand pages to create a realistic brand-post context. Two versions of the brand page were
developed that differed only in the presence or absence of emojis (see Appendix A). Par-
ticipants were instructed to carefully review the assigned brand page before completing
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measures of perceived warmth, perceived competence, and purchase intention. Finally,
the participants provided demographic information.

3.1.3. Measures

Perceived warmth and perceived competence were measured using brand perception
scales adapted from Kolbl et al. [23]. Perceived warmth was measured with four items
(e.g., “[BRAND] is warm”; oc = 0.865), and perceived competence was measured with four
items (e.g., “[BRAND] is competent”; o« = 0.865).

Purchase intention was measured using three items adapted from Kolbl et al. [23]
(e.g., “It is very likely that I will buy [BRAND] in the future”; o = 0.835). All measures
were assessed using seven-point Likert scales. The reliability coefficients for all constructs
exceeded 0.80, indicating satisfactory internal consistency.

3.2. Results
3.2.1. Effects of Emoji Use on Perceived Warmth and Perceived Competence

A one-way ANOVA revealed a significant effect of emoji use on perceived warmth,
with participants perceiving the brand as significantly warmer when emojis were present
(M = 5.42) than when they were absent (M = 4.31; F = 58.780, p < 0.001). Thus, H1
was supported.

A one-way ANOVA also revealed a significant effect of emoji use on perceived compe-
tence. Participants perceived the brand as significantly less competent when emojis were
present (M = 3.12) than when they were absent (M = 4.54; F = 92.691, p < 0.001). Therefore,
H2 was supported.

In addition to the hypothesized effects on perceived warmth and perceived compe-
tence, we also examined whether purchase intention differed between the emoji-present
and emoji-absent conditions. A one-way ANOVA revealed a significant difference in pur-
chase intention between the two conditions. Participants reported higher purchase inten-
tion when emojis were present (M = 5.25) than when they were absent (M =4.20; F = 61.584,
p <0.001).

3.2.2. Mediation Effects of Perceived Warmth and Perceived Competence

To examine the underlying mechanism through which emojis affect purchase in-
tention, a mediation analysis was conducted using PROCESS macro model 4 [36] with
10,000 bootstrap resamples [37,38]. Emoji use was specified as the independent variable,
perceived warmth and perceived competence as parallel mediators, and purchase inten-
tion as the dependent variable.

First, perceived warmth significantly mediated the effect of emoji use on purchase
intention (indirect effect = 0.23, 95% CI [0.05, 0.44]). Specifically, emoji use increased per-
ceived warmth, which in turn increased purchase intention, resulting in a positive indirect
effect. Thus, H3a was supported. Second, perceived competence significantly mediated
the effect of emoji use on purchase intention (indirect effect = —0.31, 95% CI[—-0.60, —0.07]).
Specifically, emoji use decreased perceived competence, which in turn decreased purchase
intention, resulting in a negative indirect effect. Thus, H3b was supported. Because neither
confidence interval included zero, both indirect effects were significant. Taken together,
these findings indicate that perceived warmth and perceived competence serve as two com-
peting mediating mechanisms through which emoji use influences purchase intention.

3.3. Discussion

Study 1 examined the effects of emoji use on consumers’ responses to social media
brand pages and the psychological mechanisms underlying these effects. The findings
demonstrate that emoji use increases consumers’ purchase intention while simultaneously
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enhancing perceived warmth and reducing perceived competence. These results suggest
that emojis exert both positive and negative indirect effects through two competing psycho-
logical mechanisms, providing initial evidence for the dual effects of emoji use in brand
communication. These findings are consistent with Li et al. [6], who found that emoji
use can simultaneously increase perceived warmth and decrease perceived competence.
The present findings extend this prior research to social media brand communication by
demonstrating that these contrasting perceptions also function as competing mediating
mechanisms through which emoji use influences purchase intention.

4. Study 2
4.1. Methods

Study 2 examined whether the effects of emojis identified in Study 1 vary depend-
ing on brand role (i.e., servant brand vs. partner brand). Specifically, this study investi-
gated whether the effects of perceived warmth and perceived competence, elicited by the
presence or absence of emojis, differ as a function of brand role with regard to shaping
consumers’ purchase intention.

A total of 200 participants were recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk)
(116 males, 58.0%; M_age = 39.38 years, SD = 12.53; age range = 20-60 years).

Following Doh et al. [3], carbonated soft drinks were selected as the product category,
and Coca-Cola was used as the focal brand. Four versions of an Instagram brand page
were developed that manipulated emoji use (present vs. absent) and brand role (servant
vs. partner) (see Appendix A). As in Study 1, emoji use was manipulated as a binary fac-
tor (present vs. absent), using emojis selected with reference to those commonly observed
on actual social media brand pages. Brand role was manipulated through the content of
the brand post to isolate the effect of the role communicated by the brand while holding
the focal brand and other aspects of the communication context constant. This controlled
manipulation allowed us to examine whether consumers’ responses to emoji use differed
depending on the role communicated by the brand in an otherwise comparable setting.
The brand role manipulation was adapted from Kim and Kramer [10]. Specifically, within
the servant brand condition, the stimulus included phrases such as “for you” along with
messages emphasizing that the brand “takes responsibility” and “is devoted to serving
you.” In the partner brand condition, the stimulus included the phrase “with you” to-
gether with messages emphasizing that the brand “protects together with you” and “cre-
ates together with you.”

After viewing the experimental stimulus, participants completed a manipulation
check for brand role. Specifically, brand role was measured using six items adapted
from Hsieh et al. [39], including three items that measured servant brand perceptions
(e.g., “Coca-Cola obeys me”; a = 0.775) and three items that measured partner brand
perceptions (e.g., “Coca-Cola works with me”; « = 0.763). Participants then completed
measures of perceived warmth (four items; « = 0.722), perceived competence (four items;
o = 0.867), and purchase intention (three items; « = 0.740). The measures of perceived
warmth, perceived competence, and purchase intention matched those used in Study 1.
All scales demonstrated acceptable reliability, with Cronbach’s o« values exceeding 0.70.
Finally, participants provided their demographic information.

4.2. Results
4.2.1. Manipulation Check

A 2 (emoji use: present vs. absent) x 2 (brand role: servant vs. partner) ANOVA
on a perceived servant brand revealed a significant main effect of brand role (F = 467.037,

https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21100353


https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21100353

J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2026, 21, 353 9of 16

p <0.001). Participants perceived the brand as significantly more of a servant brand when
it was presented as a servant (M = 5.56) than when it was presented as a partner (M = 3.15).

A 2 (emoji use: present vs. absent) x 2 (brand role: servant vs. partner) ANOVA on
a perceived partner brand also revealed a significant main effect of brand role (F = 699.358,
p < 0.001). Notably, participants perceived the brand as significantly more of a partner
brand when it was presented as a partner (M =5.50) than when it was presented as a servant
(M =2.87).

These results indicate that the brand role manipulation was successful.

4.2.2. Effects of Emoji Use on Perceived Warmth and Perceived Competence

To replicate the findings of Study 1, the effects of emoji use on perceived warmth and
perceived competence were again examined.

A one-way ANOVA revealed a significant effect of emoji use on perceived warmth
(F = 77.301, p < 0.001), with participants perceiving the brand as significantly warmer
when emojis were present (M = 5.27) than when they were absent (M = 4.33). A one-
way ANOVA also revealed a significant effect of emoji use on perceived competence
(F =156.287, p < 0.001), with participants perceiving the brand as significantly less com-
petent when emojis were present (M = 3.38) than when they were absent (M =4.82).

4.2.3. Moderating Effect of Brand Role on Purchase Intention

A 2 (emoji use: present vs. absent) x 2 (brand role: servant vs. partner) ANOVA on
purchase intention revealed a significant main effect of brand role (F = 62.491, p < 0.001).
Specifically, participants reported greater purchase intention when the brand was pre-
sented as a partner (M = 5.30) than as a servant (M = 4.37).

More importantly, the interaction between emoji use and brand role was significant
(F =35.151, p < 0.001) (Figure 2). Contrast analyses revealed that for the servant brand,
participants reported significantly lower purchase intention when emojis were present
(M =4.01) than when they were absent (M =4.72; F =17.243, p <0.001). In contrast, for the
partner brand, participants reported significantly greater purchase intention when emojis
were present (M = 5.65) than when they were absent (M = 4.95; F =17.910, p <0.001).

6 -
5.65

5
2 5 4,95
8 -2 472
£ -
2 _" @ ---@Servant brand
(] -
< -
S 4 - 401 @ ——ePartner brand
&

3 T 1

Present Absent
Emoji use

Figure 2. Interaction effects on purchase intention.
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4.2.4. Conditional Indirect Effects Through Perceived Warmth and
Perceived Competence

To further clarify the underlying mechanism proposed by this study, whether brand
role moderated the mediating effects of perceived warmth and perceived competence was
examined. To this end, PROCESS macro Model 15 was employed [37], and a bootstrapping
analysis with 10,000 resamples was conducted [38].

Emoji use was specified as the independent variable, perceived warmth and perceived
competence were the mediators, brand role was the moderator, and purchase intention was
the dependent variable. The results revealed significant indices of moderated mediation
for both perceived warmth (Index of moderated mediation = 0.43, 95% CI [0.12, 0.82]) and
perceived competence (Index of moderated mediation = 0.57, 95% CI [0.15, 1.01]). These
findings indicate that the indirect effects of emoji use on purchase intention vary as a func-
tion of brand role.

To further examine the specific mechanisms underlying the moderated mediation ef-
fect, two separate mediation analyses (PROCESS macro Model 4) were conducted for each
brand role. For partner brands, the indirect effect of emoji use on purchase intention was
not significant through perceived competence (indirect effect = 0.24, 95% CI [—0.03, 0.58]);
however. it was significant through perceived warmth (indirect effect = 0.19, 95% CI [0.02,
0.41]). These findings suggest that perceived warmth is the primary psychological mecha-
nism underlying emoji use’s effect on purchase intention in the partner brand condition.

In contrast, for servant brands, the indirect effect of emoji use on purchase intention
was not significant through perceived warmth (indirect effect = —0.24, 95% CI[—0.02, 0.55])
but was significant through perceived competence (indirect effect = —0.33, 95% CI [—0.62,
—0.02]). These findings suggest that perceived competence is the primary psychological
mechanism through which emoji use affects purchase intention in the servant brand con-
dition. These findings support H4.

Together, these findings demonstrate that the psychological mechanism underlying
emoji effectiveness depends on brand role. Specifically, perceived competence serves as
the dominant mechanism for servant brands, whereas perceived warmth serves as the dom-
inant mechanism for partner brands.

4.3. Discussion

The results of Study 2 demonstrate that effect of emoji use on purchase intention de-
pends on brand role. Specifically, for servant brands, the effect of emoji use on purchase
intention was primarily explained by perceived competence, while for partner brands, it
was primarily explained by perceived warmth. These findings indicate that the positive
effect of emojis emerges only when the psychological benefits conveyed by emojis are con-
sistent with the evaluative criterion emphasized by the brand role. Consequently, emojis
enhance purchase intention for partner brands but become less effective—and may even
have detrimental effects—for servant brands. These findings are consistent with prior re-
search suggesting that consumers evaluate brands according to the relational roles they
assign to them [8-10]. In particular, the results support the view that relational warmth
is especially important for partner brands, whereas competence and functional reliability
are more central to evaluations of servant brands. Extending this literature, the present
study demonstrates that brand role also determines which of the competing psychological
consequences of emoji use becomes more influential in shaping purchase intention.
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5. General Discussion
5.1. Summary

This research examined the effects of emoji use on consumers’ responses to social me-
dia brand pages and investigated the moderated mediating roles of brand role (servant
vs. partner) and brand perception (warmth and competence). Two experiments were con-
ducted to test a proposed framework.

The Study 1 results revealed that the use of emojis on social media brand pages in-
creased consumers’ perceptions of brand warmth while simultaneously decreasing their
perceptions of brand competence. Furthermore, emoji use affected purchase intention
through these two competing psychological pathways, indicating that perceived warmth
and perceived competence represent distinct mechanisms that underlie the
effectiveness of emojis.

The results of Study 2 further demonstrated that emoji effectiveness depends on brand
role. Specifically, for servant brands, the effect of emoji use on purchase intention was
primarily explained by perceived competence, while for partner brands, it was primarily
explained by perceived warmth. These findings indicate that the psychological mechanism
through which emojis affect consumer responses varies according to the role consumers
assign to a brand.

5.2. Theoretical Implications

This research offers several theoretical contributions. First, it contributes to the brand
anthropomorphism literature by explaining the effects of emojis on social media brand
pages from an anthropomorphic perspective. While prior studies have primarily viewed
emojis as communication tools that enhance consumers’ positive emotions and engage-
ment [19,20], the present research extends the brand anthropomorphism literature by in-
cluding the context of social media communication, thus demonstrating that consumers
interpret emoji use as an anthropomorphic cue that shapes their perceptions of a brand as
a social actor.

Second, this study provides empirical evidence for the dual effects of emojis on
brand evaluations. Specifically, emoji use was found to simultaneously increase perceived
warmth while decreasing perceived competence. By demonstrating these competing ef-
fects, this research helps explain why prior studies have documented both favorable and
unfavorable consequences of emoji use. It also shows that emoji effects operate through
two distinct psychological dimensions rather than a uniformly positive process.

Third, this study identifies brand role as an important boundary condition of emoji
effectiveness. While prior research has documented various effects of emoji use on con-
sumer perceptions and responses [6,19,20], relatively less attention has been paid to the
boundary conditions that determine when these effects are beneficial or detrimental. The
present study addresses this gap by showing that the effectiveness of emoji use varies de-
pending on the role consumers assign to the brand. More importantly, this study demon-
strates that brand role determines which psychological mechanism underlies emoji effec-
tiveness. Specifically, perceived warmth serves as the dominant mechanism for partner
brands, while perceived competence serves as the dominant mechanism for servant brands.
These findings suggest that the same anthropomorphic cue can produce different outcomes
depending on the role consumers expect the brand to perform, thereby providing a more
nuanced understanding of brand anthropomorphism.

5.3. Managerial Implications

This study’s findings provided several practical implications for firms’ social media
communication strategies. First, when managing their social media brand pages, firms
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should not assume that emojis are universally beneficial. Rather, emoji use should be
aligned with the role and image that the brand intends to convey to consumers. Although
emojis can foster feelings of intimacy and approachability, they may simultaneously un-
dermine perceptions of professionalism and competence.

Second, emojis can serve as an effective communication tool for partner brands,
among which building emotional connections and fostering close relationships with con-
sumers are key objectives. However, in contrast, for servant brands that emphasize ex-
pertise, reliability, and problem-solving ability, using emojis should be approached with
caution because doing so may weaken consumers’ perceptions of brand competence and,
consequently, reduce communication effectiveness.

Finally, when developing content for social media brand pages, firms should move
beyond simply following current social media trends and instead design communication
strategies that are consistent with the core value the brand seeks to convey. Specifically,
managers should consider whether their brand aims to project warmth or competence and
determine the appropriateness of emoji use accordingly. These findings suggest that emoji
effectiveness depends on their consistency with the brand’s intended role. Therefore, main-
taining communication strategies that align with brand role is essential for maximizing
social media marketing effectiveness.

5.4. Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations that provide opportunities
for future research. First, this study employed a limited range of product categories. How-
ever, consumers may form different expectations toward brands depending on product
characteristics. For example, competence may serve as a more important evaluative crite-
rion for high-involvement or high-priced products, whereas warmth may play a relatively
greater role for low-involvement products. Similarly, luxury products may involve addi-
tional evaluative criteria, such as prestige or exclusivity, that could influence consumers’
responses to emoji use. Future research should therefore examine the generalizability of
our findings across product types by considering characteristics such as product involve-
ment, price level, and product positioning.

Second, this study focused exclusively on Instagram brand pages. Although the psy-
chological mechanisms identified in this study may also operate on other social media
platforms, their strength or direction may vary depending on platform-specific commu-
nication norms and interaction styles. For example, platforms may differ in the extent to
which they emphasize visual content, information sharing, real-time interaction, or pro-
fessional communication. Such differences may shape consumers’ expectations regarding
the appropriateness of emoji use and, consequently, its effects on perceived warmth and
competence. Future research should therefore examine whether the effects identified in
this study are replicated across different social media platforms.

Third, Study 1 used South Korean university students, whereas Study 2 employed
MTurk participants primarily from the United States. Although the basic pattern whereby
emoji use increased perceived warmth and decreased perceived competence was observed
across both studies, the present research was not designed to directly examine cultural dif-
ferences. Cultural norms may influence how consumers interpret emojis as well as the ex-
pectations they hold regarding servant and partner brand roles. Therefore, the consistency
observed across the two samples should not be interpreted as evidence of cross-cultural
equivalence. Future research should systematically compare consumers from different
cultural backgrounds using equivalent experimental designs to examine whether culture
moderates the effects identified in this study.
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Fourth, in Study 2, brand role was manipulated through the content of a single brand
post. Although the effectiveness of this manipulation was supported by the manipulation
checks, the controlled experimental setting may not fully capture how consumers form
perceptions of brand roles in actual social media environments. In practice, brand roles
may develop over time through repeated and interactive exchanges between brands and
consumers, including posts, comments, replies to consumer comments, and real-time re-
sponses. Such dynamic interactions may strengthen or alter consumers’ perceptions of the
role a brand plays in their relationship. Future research should therefore examine emoji
use in more dynamic and interactive social media contexts in which brand roles emerge
through repeated brand-consumer interactions.

Finally, the present research operationalized emoji use as a binary factor (present vs.
absent) to isolate its general effect. However, the effects of emojis may vary depending
on their type, frequency, and communication context, as these characteristics may convey
different levels of warmth, informality, or professionalism. Future research should there-
fore examine how these specific characteristics of emoji use influence perceived warmth,
perceived competence, and subsequent consumer responses.
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Appendix A. Examples of Experimental Stimuli
Appendix A.1. Example of Stimuli from Study 1 (Emoji Condition)

-
&> seoulmilk_official

Q202 Qs 1 T (PN

seoulmilk_official <=5, M&e s @rer ol
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Note. The original experimental stimulus was presented in Korean. The Korean brand
name “A| S/ translates to “Seoul Milk.” The English translation of the post is as fol-
lows: “Today, Seoul Milk. 100% pure milk from A2-exclusive farms. High-quality raw
milk with a somatic cell count of Grade 1 and a bacterial count of Grade 1A. EFL technol-
ogy keeps it fresh for longer. Seoul Milk, fresher for longer. Seoul Milk that gently fills
your day. Always in the same place, unchanged.” The hashtags translate to #SeoulMilk

#YourHealth #FreshEveryDay #TodaysSeoulMilk.

Appendix A.2. Example of Stimuli from Study 2 (Emoji and Partner Brand Condition)

@ cocacola

I 03,539 Qs V‘ [N|

cocacola Coca-Cola’s way to brighten our day — together, always. @2 &2
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