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Abstract: Emojis are prevalent in modern social media advertising. Despite this fact, little research
can be found on its effects on consumer purchase intentions. This study seeks to examine purchase
intentions in the context of Sponsored Ads on Facebook News Feeds, their perceived intrusiveness,
and how the added factor of emoji presence can further affect consumer perception in order to
suggest a pathway for establishing sustainable marketing strategies. We investigated the effect of
emojis on consumers and then the extent to which ad personalization can attenuate intrusiveness
to the point of influencing purchase intentions. In the empirical investigations (an online study)
conducted, the study revealed several interesting findings. First, the emoji presence in Sponsored
Ads on the News Feed did not prompt the users’ perceived intrusiveness. Second, the emoji use led
to decreased purchase intentions. Third, the perceived intrusiveness did not mediate the relationship
between emoji presence (vs. absence) and purchase intentions. Lastly, the emoji presence decreased
perceived intrusiveness and also increased purchase intentions when consumers perceived ads to be
less personalized. The findings of this research provide both theoretical and managerial implications
of the effects of emojis, and the reasons as to why their usage affects the desired ad goals when used
in Sponsored Ads on Facebook from the perspective of sustainable marketing.

Keywords: emoji; intrusiveness; purchase intentions; personalization; sustainable marketing; social
media

1. Introduction

For marketing practitioners, finding an appropriate pathway to sustainable marketing
strategy is always a big concern. Thus, they mobilize everything they can when they
conduct new marketing campaigns and events to secure a critical mass of sustainable
marketing. Considering sustainable marketing in terms of marketing communication
includes employing various features in the content that satisfy consumer needs; attracting
consumers’ attention by inserting unique elements that make marketing content stand out
is one of the ways that the practitioners can try to achieve the overarching philosophy of
sustainable marketing [1,2].

In this regard, emojis could be one of the simple but effective approaches. Emojis
could be defined as a single picture used as a character of text [3], made as a creative and
fun method to provide additional context and relay emotion [4]. It is a form of textual
paralanguage in computer-mediated communication, defined as “written manifestations of
nonverbal audible, tactile, and visual elements that supplement or replace written language
and that can be expressed through words, symbols, images, punctuation, demarcations,
or any combination of these elements,” [5] (p. 1). First introduced in the late 1990s by the
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biggest mobile phone operator in Japan, NTT DoCoMo, it became even more popular when
Apple added this feature in launching the first iPhone in 2007, specifically for Japanese
consumers. By 2011, the emoji was starting to be used in iPhones all around the world, and
the word itself had become a household name. In 2015, The Oxford English Dictionary
announced the Face with Tears of Joy emoji (
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Japanese consumers. By 2011, the emoji was starting to be used in iPhones all around the 
world, and the word itself had become a household name. In 2015, The Oxford English 
Dictionary announced the Face with Tears of Joy emoji (😂) as the word of the year. By 
March 2019, there were already 3019 emojis available in Unicode, and on Facebook, nearly 
five billion of the messages being sent daily contained emojis [6]. 

Much like visual cues, such as facial expressions and body language, are dominant 
in face-to-face communication, non-verbal cues have also become important in Computer-
Mediated Communication (CMC). An emoji takes the place of visual cues where face-to-
face communication is not possible. As a result, all forms of online communication now 
contain emojis, including the aspect of sustainable marketing communication strategy. 
From traditional advertising methods, such as print ads and billboards, to the more mod-
ern website banner ads and electronic direct marketing, emojis have been incorporated 
for a more light-hearted approach and to convey emotions and feelings where text-heavy 
ads cannot. To generate hype, some famous brands, such as Sony, Chevron and Coca-
Cola, have even created customized emojis [7]. 

This paper focuses on the impact of emojis on consumers’ purchase intention in the 
context of Sponsored Ads on Facebook from the perspective of sustainable marketing. 
Advertisers have started using the social media platform, Facebook, to reach out to their 
target audience because it is where consumers spend the majority of their time. Ads on 
Facebook appear on people’s News Feeds as part of the usual content. A feature intro-
duced by the social media giant in 2006, the News Feed is the landing page of every user’s 
Facebook page. The social media platforms aim to create a community where users add 
friends and like news or entertainment pages to receive the latest updates. The News Feed 
functions as a live update section, which is a highly optimized place for achieving a fun-
damental basis of sustainable marketing; it is a scrollable page that constantly updates to 
feature recent activity happening in a user’s community, such as when friends interact 
with posts, news providers publish articles, and so on [4]. 

As this is where users spend most of their time paying attention to the ongoings 
within their community [6,8], marketers can use this section to put up advertisements that 
they have personalized with tools, such as user-supplied data findings and data-tracking 
technology [9]. Emojis can be introduced into these ads to draw attention and create a 
more approachable perception from the perspective of sustainable marketing strategies. 
The ads will turn up on News Feeds labeled as “Sponsored Ads” [6]. Due to regulations 
set by the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) in the United States surrounding advertising 
on social media, wherein marketers must explicitly disclose that it is, in fact, an advertise-
ment, ads must be labeled accordingly so that consumers will be made aware of when a 
message has persuasive intent [10]. 

It is worth noting that the presence of Sponsored Ads alone can already be deemed 
intrusive by users, which would severely harm the fundamental goal of sustainable mar-
keting concepts. This is particularly because personalized ads are a result of data put to-
gether from the user’s profile, cookies, and browsing history to gauge user preference and 
desired products. For example, a user who searches for “Skincare” through a search en-
gine such as Google would soon notice Sponsored Ads for various skincare brands on 
their News Feeds. 

Despite the prevalence of emojis in marketing communications, there is limited em-
pirical research about the influence of emoji usage in ads on purchase intention from the 
perspective of sustainable marketing. A potential issue is that some users may consider 
the ad jarring to their ongoing cognitive process [11]. Users browse through their News 
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Much like visual cues, such as facial expressions and body language, are dominant in
face-to-face communication, non-verbal cues have also become important in Computer-
Mediated Communication (CMC). An emoji takes the place of visual cues where face-
to-face communication is not possible. As a result, all forms of online communication
now contain emojis, including the aspect of sustainable marketing communication strategy.
From traditional advertising methods, such as print ads and billboards, to the more modern
website banner ads and electronic direct marketing, emojis have been incorporated for a
more light-hearted approach and to convey emotions and feelings where text-heavy ads
cannot. To generate hype, some famous brands, such as Sony, Chevron and Coca-Cola,
have even created customized emojis [7].

This paper focuses on the impact of emojis on consumers’ purchase intention in the
context of Sponsored Ads on Facebook from the perspective of sustainable marketing.
Advertisers have started using the social media platform, Facebook, to reach out to their
target audience because it is where consumers spend the majority of their time. Ads on
Facebook appear on people’s News Feeds as part of the usual content. A feature introduced
by the social media giant in 2006, the News Feed is the landing page of every user’s
Facebook page. The social media platforms aim to create a community where users add
friends and like news or entertainment pages to receive the latest updates. The News
Feed functions as a live update section, which is a highly optimized place for achieving a
fundamental basis of sustainable marketing; it is a scrollable page that constantly updates
to feature recent activity happening in a user’s community, such as when friends interact
with posts, news providers publish articles, and so on [4].

As this is where users spend most of their time paying attention to the ongoings
within their community [6,8], marketers can use this section to put up advertisements that
they have personalized with tools, such as user-supplied data findings and data-tracking
technology [9]. Emojis can be introduced into these ads to draw attention and create a more
approachable perception from the perspective of sustainable marketing strategies. The ads
will turn up on News Feeds labeled as “Sponsored Ads” [6]. Due to regulations set by the
Federal Trade Commission (FTC) in the United States surrounding advertising on social
media, wherein marketers must explicitly disclose that it is, in fact, an advertisement, ads
must be labeled accordingly so that consumers will be made aware of when a message has
persuasive intent [10].

It is worth noting that the presence of Sponsored Ads alone can already be deemed
intrusive by users, which would severely harm the fundamental goal of sustainable market-
ing concepts. This is particularly because personalized ads are a result of data put together
from the user’s profile, cookies, and browsing history to gauge user preference and desired
products. For example, a user who searches for “Skincare” through a search engine such
as Google would soon notice Sponsored Ads for various skincare brands on their News
Feeds.

Despite the prevalence of emojis in marketing communications, there is limited em-
pirical research about the influence of emoji usage in ads on purchase intention from the
perspective of sustainable marketing. A potential issue is that some users may consider the
ad jarring to their ongoing cognitive process [11]. Users browse through their News Feed
with a mindset in place, and the sudden appearance of an ad would be an interruption.
Moreover, the usage of emojis in those ads could potentially cause negative emotions for
the users, in which the ad appears as a regular post until users notice the label “Sponsored
Ad”. Although emojis lend an air of lightheartedness to the marketing content and fits in
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with user-created posts on the News Feed, some users could potentially find the confusion
frustrating. Empirical research is limited because it is difficult to gauge consumer percep-
tion. The perception of emoji use in marketing communication is subjective since different
emojis resonate with different users.

In light of this observation for sustainable marketing, our research thus aims to (1) in-
vestigate the impact of emoji use in Sponsored Ads on consumers’ purchase intentions and
gauge its perceived intrusiveness, (2) examine whether the emoji may decrease purchase
intentions by testing whether intrusiveness mediates the effect of emojis on purchase inten-
tions, and (3) test whether emojis lead to perceived intrusiveness and decrease purchase
intentions when Facebooks users perceive the personalized ad.

2. Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development
2.1. Emoji in Marketing Communication

In social situations, facial expressions play a pivotal role in relaying intention, and
have the power to set the overall tone of the interaction [12]. In computer-mediated
communication, the emoji plays that role as a graphic representation of emotion. Emojis,
such as the smiling emoji, have come to communicate warmth [13,14]. Additionally,
research has shown that emojis are used by consumers to deliver both emotions and
intentions, so it is also perceived as a relational tool [15–17].

Emojis can reduce confusion, deliver sense and feeling, and explain purpose [18,19]. A
shape of paralinguistic communication, even a sole emoji can be valuable in terms of serving
as a visual guide and carries dense information with playfulness simultaneously [20,21].
Emojis can be contemplated as metaphorical portraits, which induce persuasion [22,23].

McShane, Pancer, Poole and Deng [15] state that emojis have an intrinsic spirit, which
stimulates wonder about the content, accordingly adding to the interactional importance.
Researchers focused on online communications between service providers and customers.
Li, Chan and Kim [14] found that customer service representatives who used emoticons (i.e.,
a subset of emojis, using keyboard symbols to depict facial expressions) when responding
to online customers were considered more approachable. Therefore, customers who had
comments and questions were more open during a conversation with them.

Considering these notions with the sustainable marketing concepts, it can be assumed
that emojis strongly affect user perception in various aspects [7]. Therefore, the use of
emojis in advertising could influence purchase intentions. Research by Das et al. [24]
found that consumers experienced a more positive effect when emojis were present, which
resulted in higher purchase intentions. An ad containing an emoji would be perceived as
more relatable, hence capturing user attention for much longer than an ad without emojis.

Facebook users are visually driven, consuming large amounts of content daily through
their News Feeds. Additionally, because the frequency of emoji usage has become boosted
dramatically in every online-based communication method, people nowadays are familiar
with using and seeing emojis across the internet in which marketers can optimize their
sustainable marketing strategies. These days, social media content without emojis can
even be seen as unwelcoming. Firms’ marketing communication messages containing
emojis can also be more appealing and convincing [19,23,25], in contrast with just text
and emoticons [26]. As a result, the use of emojis in marketing messages is effective in
improving the chances of persuasion [27].

2.2. The Impact of Emoji on Perceived Intrusiveness

The placement of Sponsored Ads on a user’s Facebook News Feed can result in
perceived intrusiveness. Users have grown accustomed to their News Feeds, using it as
an activity log of what their friends are doing. When marketers pay for ads to reach and
interact with large audiences, Sponsored Ads appear among the usual News Feed content
while users are interacting with their friends [4]. This can be perceived as an intrusion on
their personal space [4].
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Sponsored Ads on Facebook News Feeds are tailored specifically to the users seeing
them, deriving data from their online behavior: product searches, product information
sharing, location, etc. Therefore, not only is the actual presence of the ad intruding on
their personal space, but its perceived intrusiveness is also increased as users realize that
the message being conveyed is personalized, targeting their searches and the articles that
they interacted with. As Facebook increases the display of Sponsored Ads in News Feeds,
concerns about privacy issues increase, too [9]. As a result, social media users’ percep-
tions of intrusion from ads rise, obstructing their cognition, which marks the campaign’s
repudiation and failure [11].

Additionally, because marketers have introduced emojis into their marketing com-
munications in an attempt to persuade consumers emotionally for achieving sustainable
marketing goals, it results in users’ recognition of intrusiveness, “a psychological reaction
when consumers believe an ad has interrupted their ongoing cognitive process” [11] (p. 39).
Due to the persuasive characteristics of emojis [23], their presence in advertising messages
amplifies this. Once users recognize the ad as intrusive, it becomes a steep decline as they
begin to actively interpret the persuasive techniques and messages used in the ad [28],
paying close attention to the message to form counterarguments against the ad claims [29].

This occurrence can be explained with the psychological reactance theory, which
explains that individuals negatively react when they believe that their freedom of behavior
is vulnerable to threats or limitations [30]. The persuasive attributes of the personalized ad
and emojis in it increase this belief because marketing messaging typically asks consumers
to behave in a specific way. Consumers desire behavioral freedom and individuality in
their purchase intentions, so they reject the idea of being influenced. As a result, this
reactance spurs them to resist the message to restore their behavioral freedom [31]. While
this reactance can happen with any Sponsored Ad, we hypothesize that messages using
emojis will only serve to amplify the psychological reactance theory, as emojis will be seen
as a further attempt at persuasion.

The emotions as social information theory [32] states that an individual’s social in-
fluence can be affected by their emotional expressions. Expressions are influential in
affecting the situation as a whole, particularly when relaying unwanted emotions that can
be perceived as inappropriate. They can affect the other individual’s emotions negatively,
harming the relationship and thus their impression of the expresser. This translates to
emoji use in sponsored advertising communications, wherein the usage of emojis can result
in a misunderstanding of the intended message, harming the purchase intention. This
negative effect then results in consumers perceiving the ad as a whole to be intrusive.
They would then reject the message, triggering their cognitive resistance by consciously
throwing up walls [33]. We posit that Sponsored Ad messages using emojis will amplify the
psychological reactance theory, as not only is it intrusive to consumers’ personal space, but
the emoji is seen as a blatant attempt at persuasion. Specifically, we expect the following:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Emojis in sponsored advertisements in Facebook News Feeds will lead to
higher intrusiveness.

2.3. Emoji and Purchase Intention

When research focused on how service providers are viewed during online communi-
cations when they use emojis versus when they do not, Li, Chan and Kim [14] found that
while service employees who used emoticons were seen as warmer, they were perceived
as less competent compared to those who did not. This perception plays a large role in
influencing subsequent purchasing behavior. Customers were more willing to complete
the purchase when they believed the service provider to be competent and, therefore, trust-
worthy; thus, it can take a step closer to the notion of sustainable marketing. In advertising
communications, however, the effects were reversed. Das, Wiener and Kareklas [24] proved
that when advertisements contained emojis, the positive effects were increased, resulting
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in more favorable purchase intentions. In comparison, advertisements without emojis had
lower purchase intentions.

Studies showed that the usage of emojis in a formal setting (i.e., work environment)
is considered inappropriate because it harms perceptions of the writer’s maturity and
verbal ability [34]. Due to the playful nature of emojis, it is perceived as intrusive and
unprofessional, hence frowned upon in the workplace. Li, Chan and Kim [14] found
that relationships are viewed as exchange-based in work-related contexts, so the use of
emoticons is harmful because it leads the interaction toward a more casual basis. The
exchange-based qualities of the communication would be harmed, putting the outcome of
the exchange at risk. While emojis may help the writer convey warmth and friendliness in
an attempt to improve the working relationship, often in a formal setting it results in the
perception that the writer is incompetent and unprofessional.

The above leads us to this finding on the use of emojis by service employees versus
advertising communications: as customer service is exchange-based, emoji presence in the
communication harms the perception that the customer has toward the employee. On the
contrary, advertising communication begins as a one-way relationship that is on a more
casual basis; thus, the use of emojis can produce positive results.

Empirical research has yet to establish whether concerns of intrusiveness can be
a deterrent for marketers who wish to advertise on social media. Advertisements that
resulted in lower purchase intentions had several possible factors, such as personalization,
emoji use, and content. Consumer behavior is subjective; hence, either or all factors could
have played a role in the negative results. Based on the preliminary findings on the
negative effects that perceived intrusiveness can have toward purchase intentions [35],
privacy concerns are a factor in affecting users’ feelings toward Sponsored Ads on Facebook
and consequently, negatively affect their intention to purchase the advertised product [36].
With this finding in mind, we reason that when emoji use in these Sponsored Ads is
mediated by the effect of intrusiveness, it will further affect consumer purchase intentions.
The following hypotheses are proposed to validate the reasoning from the perspective of
sustainable marketing.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Emojis in sponsored advertisements in Facebook News Feeds will lead to lower
purchase intentions.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Increased intrusiveness will mediate the effect of emojis in sponsored adver-
tisements on decreased purchase intentions on Facebook.

2.4. Moderating Effects of Personalization

Personalization can be beneficial but also risky from the perspective of social media
users. Sponsored Ads are personalized with user data: product searches, brand interactions,
location, demographics, and more. This is done to influence purchase intention by targeting
the right audiences, i.e., sportswear advertisements targeted toward users who liked and
shared an exercise video, new apartments advertised to users who searched for places
to rent, and so on. In this regard, personalization may be used as a significant factor in
establishing sustainable marketing strategies. Regardless of targeting the personalized
content’s adequacy, highly personalized advertising initiates the receivers’ sense of losing
control [37], generating the idea that they are being observed and interfered with. The
use of consumers’ personal information intensifies the ad’s intrusiveness, interrupting
consumers’ cognitive processing and risking goal pursuit [11]. Moreover, Sponsored Ads
are introduced in the News Feed, a platform that Facebook users perceive as a safe space.
Personalized ads show without notice, triggering negative responses when consumers
begin to consider that their privacy is in danger [38].

Nearly every Sponsored Ad on Facebook utilizes emojis as a persuasion tactic. It is an
integral part of brand communication, lending familiarity and a touch of playfulness
to ad copy. Different audiences respond differently to emoji use; hence, advertising
messages tailor them to appeal to their targeted audience. Younger audiences, for example,
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have made an art of emoji use, communicating a whole sentence with the help of just
three emojis (e.g.,
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notice this happening, the ad is perceived as intrusive and induces loss of control. As a
result, personalized advertising on the Facebook News Feed can have a negative effect on
users [39] (the psychological reactance theory). Their negative reaction then blocks them
from receiving the ad intent [40].

Xu [41] points out, though, that the intrusiveness of advertising can occasionally be
offset by its personalization. Youn and Shin [42] empirically tested that the perceived intru-
siveness of Sponsored Ads to Facebook users was lessened when they were determined
to be beneficial. When personalized ads are well-made and well-placed, the information
within is relevant and useful to the targeted consumer, thus increasing its value. By utiliz-
ing social media platforms, marketers have more access to user-supplied data findings and
data-tracking technology than ever before, allowing the advertisement to be customized
with persuasive messages and content based on user preferences and online activity [43]. As
marketing is aimed at convincing and satisfying consumers to improve purchase intentions,
researchers have stressed that personalization is important to ensure accuracy in targeting
and improve goal pursuit [44]. Once customers are satisfied with the service, this even
results in a privacy paradox in which consumers continue revealing personal information
in their pursuit of purchase intention, despite their previous concerns of privacy [42,45,46].
Tam and Ho (2006) [47] stated that when personalized ads are appropriately exposed, they
positively affect consumers’ intentions.

Although personalized advertising can increase the level of intrusion and privacy
risk perception, these elements are diminished when the target consumers determine that
the message is valuable [42,46,47]. Sponsored Ads, which are well-personalized with an
appropriate subject, can be contributory in mitigating intrusiveness perceptions. Once all
marketing communication factors are in synergy, the Sponsored Ad will positively affect
consumers, enhance purchase intentions, and achieve the goal of sustainable marketing.
Therefore, we expect the following:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Emojis in sponsored advertisements in Facebook News Feeds will lead to
increased perceived intrusiveness. However, these effects will be attenuated by the personalization of
the ad.

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Emojis in sponsored advertisements in Facebook News Feeds will mediate
their effect on purchase intentions. However, these effects will be attenuated by the personalization
of the ad.

3. Research Model

Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual model guiding our research hypotheses derived on
the hypotheses from the perspective of establishing sustainable marketing strategies.

Figure 1. Research model.
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4. Method
4.1. Design and Participants

This research had a 2-cell (emoji: present vs. absent) between-subjects design. Four
hundred Korean residents participated in the research survey (50% female, 50% male,
age = 33.7 years) (Table 1). All participants are active users who have accounts on Facebook.
They received minimal compensation for their participation.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics (n = 400).

Variables %

Age

19 or younger 5.0
20–30 35.0
30–40 35.0
41–50 20.0

50 or older 5.0

Gender
Female 50.0
Male 50.0

Occupation

Sales 6.5
Office Job 56.0

Professional 8.3
Self-employed 3.8
Unemployed 3.5

Student 16.3
Etc. 5.8

Income

Less than USD 24,999 35.5
USD 25,000–44,999 33.8
USD 45,000–71,999 23.3
USD 72,000–89,000 6.0

More than USD 90,000 1.5

Education

High school graduate and below 10.2
Bachelor’s degree 70.8
Master’s degree 15.0
Doctoral degree 4.0

Period of using Facebook

Less than 6 months 0.5
6 months to 1 year 2.8
1 year to 2 years 5.8

More than 2 years 91.0

Time of using Facebook per day

Less than 1 h 38.0
1–3 h 48.0
3–5 h 11.0
5–7 h 2.3

More than 7 h 0.8

4.2. Procedures

The data from this study were obtained by enlisting a professional surveyor holding
a sizable panel of participants from 13 to 19 January 2021. When participants accessed
the designated website, they were informed that the survey was aimed at testing the
effectiveness of the camera advertising that they would see on their News Feed. Prior to
the full-fledged survey, the participants were asked to open their Facebook accounts and
write down the Sponsored Ads that they saw on their News Feed, with a reminder that
the study is targeted at Facebook Sponsored Ads. The ad used in this study was a digital
camera ad [24,48]. Emojis were included in only one of the ads. For emoji conditions, the
adverting message contained emojis, and in the controlled condition, the same message
was shown without emojis (see Appendix A). All messages were written in Korean, and
participants were randomly exposed to the two advertisements.
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4.3. Measures

All measurements were adapted from existing literature (see Table 2): Purchase In-
tentions [24], Perceived Intrusiveness [49], and Personalization [38,42]. The measurements
used 7-Likert scales with 1 being “Strongly disagree” and 7 “Strongly agree”.

Table 2. Summary of measurement model statistics.

Construct Item Mean SD Loading

Perceived
Intrusiveness

(α = 0.904)

1. This advertising I saw was obtrusive. 3.55 1.545 0.888
2. This advertising I saw was intrusive. 3.90 1.631 0.883

3. This advertising I saw was forced. 3.68 1.531 0.857
4. This advertising I saw was distracting. 3.55 1.545 0.888

Perceived
Personalization

(α = 0.921)

1. I believe that this personalized advertising on Facebook is
customized to my needs. 3.90 1.631 0.883

2. This Sponsored Ad on Facebook News Feed enables me to
know products that I am interested in. 3.68 1.531 0.857

3. This Sponsored Ad on Facebook News Feed makes
purchase recommendations that match my needs. 3.55 1.545 0.888

Purchase
Intention

(α = 0.891)

1. How willing are you to buy the advertised product? 3.90 1.631 0.883
2. How inclined are you to buy the advertised product? 3.68 1.531 0.857

3. How likely would you be to buy the advertised product? 3.55 1.545 0.888

4.4. Statistical Analysis

Statistical analyses were conducted with the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS, New York, NY, USA) 22 and the macro process version 3.5.2 (www.processmacro.
org/index.html, accessed on 22 January 2021). The third, fourth, and fifth hypotheses
were tested using the PROCESS macro developed by Andrew Hayes [50]. Specifically, the
bootstrapping procedure, as outlined by Preacher and Hayes [51,52], was used.

5. Results
5.1. Effect of Emojis on Intrusiveness and Purchase Intentions

We first tested the effect of the presence versus absence of emojis in the advertise-
ment on intrusiveness. There was no significant main effect of emojis on intrusiveness
(t (398) = 0.799, p = 0.372, η2p = 0.002), such that participants in the emoji present condition
(M = 3.131) did not perceive statistically significant intrusiveness compared to those in
the absent emoji condition (M = 3.265). These results do not support Hypothesis 1. We
then examined the effect of the presence of emojis on purchase intentions and found that
participants in the emoji present condition (M = 3.548) reported lower purchase intentions
than did the participants in the absent emoji condition (M = 3.870; t (398) = 4.905, p = 0.027,
η2p = 0.012). These results support Hypothesis 2.

5.2. Mediating Effect of Intrusiveness on Purchase Intentions

We predicted that intrusiveness would mediate the effect of the presence of emojis
on purchase intentions. We used PROCESS model 4 with 10,000 bootstrap samples to
test this proposition [50]. The model considered the presence versus absence of emojis
as the independent variable, intrusiveness as the mediator, and purchase intentions as
the dependent variable. The results showed that a direct effect, such that the presence of
emojis decreased purchase intentions (b = −0.355, 95% CI [−0.632, −0.079]). However, the
indirect effect of emojis on purchase intentions through intrusiveness was not significant
(b = 0.033, 95% CI [−0.038, 0.117]). These results do not support Hypothesis 3.

5.3. Moderating Effect of Intrusiveness

We examined the effect of the presence of the emoji and personalization on intrusive-
ness by using PROCESS model 1 [50] with 10,000 bootstrap samples. Results show that the

www.processmacro.org/index.html
www.processmacro.org/index.html
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moderation effect of personalization was significant (b = 0.284, 95% CI [0.051, 0.517]), and
there is considerable interaction between the presence of the emoji and intrusiveness in the
low condition of personalization (b = −0.621, 95% CI [−1.034, −0.2040], such that partici-
pants who saw the advertisement containing the emoji felt less intrusiveness (see Figure 2);
hence, the presence of the emoji only decreased intrusiveness in the low personalization,
supporting Hypothesis 4.

Figure 2. Moderation of the effect of emoji on intrusiveness at values of the moderator personalization.

5.4. Moderated Mediation Effect on Purchase Intention

To examine whether the positive effect mediates the impact of the product type by
emoji interaction on purchase intentions, we used PROCESS model 7 (PROCESS v.7) [50]
with 10,000 bootstrap samples. This SPSS macro uses an ordinary least squares regression-
based path analytical framework to estimate the direct and indirect effects in mediator
models. We used 10,000 bootstrap samples to assess the 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confi-
dence intervals (BCIs) for inferences regarding indirect effects and conditional effects [6].

We ran a model with emojis as the independent variable, personalization as the mod-
erator, intrusiveness as the mediator, and purchase intention as the dependent variable.
The results showed that the index of moderated mediation was significant (b = −0.074, 95%
CI [−0.159, −0.008]). In the condition of perceived personalization, there was a significant
indirect effect of emojis on purchase intentions (b = 0.168, 95% CI [0.038, 0.335]). However,
since the direct effect of emojis on purchase intentions is significant (b = −0.350, 95% CI
[−0.632, −0.068]) in the model, perceived intrusiveness partially mediates the effect of
emojis on purchase intentions. Therefore, there was a significant moderated mediation
effect of emojis on purchase intentions, such that the presence of emojis increased the
likelihood of purchase intention through decreased intrusiveness. Specifically, in the high
perceived personalization, the indirect effect of perceived intrusiveness was not significant
(b = −0.019, 95% CI [−0.132, 0.089]); however, in the low perceived personalization condi-
tion, the indirect effect was significant (b = 0.168, 95% CI [0.038, 0.335]) (see Table 3 and
Figure 3). These results support Hypothesis 5.
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Table 3. Moderated mediation effects of the presence of emoji and perceived personalization.

Path
Index of

Moderated
Mediation

95% Confidence
Interval

Conditional Indirect Effects (IEs) for Perceived Personalization

Low Perceived
Personalization

High Perceived
Personalization

IE 95% CI IE 95% CI

Emoji→ INT 1

→ PUR 2 −0.074 [−0.159, −0.008] 0.168 3 [0.038, 0.335] −0.019 4 [−0.132, 0.089]

Notes: the index of moderated mediation is the test of moderated (or conditional) mediation for the mediation path [50]. The CIs are
the bias-corrected bootstrap 95% confidence intervals. The presence of emojis was dummy coded (0 = control, 1 = emoji). 1 Perceived
Intrusiveness, 2 Purchase Intention, 3 the range between LLCI and ULCI includes 0, which means the effect is not significant, 4 the range
between LLCI and ULCI does not include 0, which means the effect is significant.

Figure 3. Effect of emojis on purchase intention at values of the moderator personalization through intrusiveness.

6. Discussion

Prompted by the recent influx of Sponsored Ads and the lack of empirical evidence
surrounding the effects of emojis on social media marketing, this study sought to inves-
tigate how emoji presence would affect Sponsored Ad performance for accomplishing
sustainable marketing whereby companies can gratify consumers, as Fuller [1] suggested.
By measuring three factors, including purchase intentions, perceived intrusiveness, and
personalization, we examined how emojis can affect consumer behavior. We tested how
emojis lower purchase intentions by examining whether perceived intrusiveness can medi-
ate the correlation between the two. Then, we gauged whether emojis would further affect
perceived intrusiveness and decrease consumers’ purchase intentions once the Facebook
users perceived the ad to be personalized.

In the online survey conducted with active Facebook users, it was found that emoji
presence in Sponsored Ads on the News Feed did not prompt the users’ perceived in-
trusiveness. However, the emoji presence did result in decreased purchase intentions.
Additionally, we found that perceived intrusiveness did not mediate the correlation be-
tween emoji presence (vs. absence) and purchase intentions. Finally, we gauged that emojis
can decrease perceived intrusiveness and also increase purchase intentions once users
perceive the ad to be personalized. Specifically, the personalization of the Sponsored Ad
was effective when the perceptions of personalization were low.

As for the empirical survey, one of the more consistent findings was that the use
of emojis does not increase purchase intentions but, in fact, reduces intentions to buy.
However, the effects were reversed when consumers perceived the ad as less personalized.
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We can theorize that this is due to the intrusive nature of personalization. While previous
research examined how consumers’ purchase and behavioral intentions could be posi-
tively affected by emojis (see [14,24,53]), the current research revealed that emojis actually
negatively affect purchase intentions when present in ads. Considering that the scene of
purchasing a digital camera for consumers should not be regarded as an informal setting
due to the level of involvement related to its high price characteristic, these results are in
alignment with the previous literature that explored the effect of emojis in a formal setting
on the perception of the workplace [14], and writers’ maturity and verbal abilities [34].
Based on our research, we reveal for the first time that emojis can be harmful when used
in the context of Sponsored Ads on Facebook News Feeds. In addition, we discovered
an opposite effect of emojis that positively influenced consumers’ purchase intentions in
the research by Das, Wiener and Kareklas [24]. We presume that the difference is because
of the size of the emojis in the stimuli, which were abnormally large in the study of Das,
Wiener and Kareklas [24], whilst relatively reasonably sized in the stimuli of this paper.
The overarching philosophy of implementing personalized Sponsored Ads on Facebook
News Feeds is to articulate the products or brands rather than an emoji itself. Thus, we
could argue that this research reflects more realistic examples than the previous literature.

Our findings contribute to the ever-growing literature on the emoji and its effects. We
find that emojis only lead to positive effects when they are deemed appropriate for the
context. At this point, we would direct attention to the bigger question behind the efficacy
of emojis—not the usage of emoji itself, but directed towards the user’s perception of their
personal online space and the difference between friendly content and Sponsored Ads. We
find that emojis elicit a positive reaction only when perceived to be appropriate within the
user’s personal space. That is to say, similar to Sponsored Ads, emojis may be seen as an
intrusion of personal space. Counterintuitively, the less personalized they are in Sponsored
Ads, the less they trigger the user’s mental flags. Advertising research has even shown that
consumer purchase intentions increase when they perceive the offers to be tailored to their
preferences [54,55]. Thus, emojis in Sponsored Ads should be used with this awareness in
mind and crafted to portray a polite but distanced personality rather than an intimate or
close associate.

Given the nature of our findings, it is apparent that little can be determined regarding
the general effectiveness of emojis as they are currently used in marketing communications
due to their subjective nature. Research on whether marketers should use emojis and how
to use them effectively in customer communications is limited [24]. Instead of relying
solely on emojis, our research recommends alternate content strategies based not on
personalization but other engaging content to appear less intrusive, leading to increased
purchase intentions [4]. Engaging content would include items encompassing education
or information (e.g., opinion pieces) or entertainment (e.g., memes). This strategy works
towards the recognition of the Facebook News Feed as a user’s personal space and how
to go about synchronizing with the personal space as opposed to introducing elements
that may be foreign to it. Marketers should keep in mind that from the perspective of
sustainable marketing, users value their personal space online just as much as they do in
real life, and an incursion would be an intrusion to that value [4].

Even though this study uncovered valuable implications on emojis’ effects on purchase
intentions when used in Sponsored Ads by examining their perceived intrusiveness and
personalization, this research still has limitations. First, we used the manipulated Facebook
ads on the website for the participants to effectively control other effects except emojis.

If they were real advertisements with several likes, comments, and shares included
in their Facebook News Feed, the consumers’ behavior could be different. Second, we
used the digital camera, which is a high-involvement product, for the advertisement;
however, consumer responses to emoji presence would vary depending on the product
type. Lastly, the research is a Korea-based study (most participants are from Korea and use
Facebook). Although emoji use in social media advertisements is prevalent in the country,
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the generalizability of the results is limited due to the sample from a small group of a
specific country.

This study is an initial attempt on an empirical study of consumers’ negative responses
toward emoji use in Sponsored Ads on Facebook. Further research directions to be taken in
the future would encompass testing emoji use in the various scopes of advertising, such
as user re-promoted vs. marketer promoted. It is worth noting that there is a caveat to
emoji use on Facebook Sponsored Ads, which involves user re-promoted ads shown as
“My Friends Liked”, and “I Liked”. Since these types of content are derived from activities
in the user’s Facebook community, they are perceived to be less intrusive due to their
known source and to add credibility. Therefore, future research on the effect of emojis in
different contexts is expected to provide further insights on how and when to use emojis in
marketing communications.

7. Conclusions

Finally, based on our studies, emojis used in advertising, in this case, in Sponsored
Ads on Facebook, may ultimately lead to lesser purchase intentions, particularly for ads
that are apparent in their intention to be user-personalized to users. Conversely, when ads
are written in a tone of distant professionalism, hence less personalized, emojis have a more
positive effect. We could theorize the effect of emojis as related to the human expressions
behind them, such as a stranger trying to pull off a friendly smile (Sponsored Ads) as
compared to an actual friend smiling (user-shared content). Emojis play a large role in
computer-mediated communication on social media but many questions about its efficacy
in social media marketing remain unanswered. We believe that our research has provided
insightful directions that could inform marketers and advertisers seeking the pathway to
the core of sustainable marketing.
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Appendix A

Figure A1. Stimulus 1 (Sponsored Ad with emoji in the emoji condition).

Figure A2. Stimulus 2 (Sponsored Ad without emoji in the controlled condition).
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