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Abstract
This study aims to analyze the semantic role of contextual items—emojis,

abbreviations, and discourse markers—in shaping meaning within WhatsApp
conversations. Using a qualitative content analysis method, data were collected from
naturally occurring chats among users aged 18 to 35. The findings show that emojis
function as emotional amplifiers or softeners, abbreviations facilitate rapid and
informal exchanges, and discourse markers manage tone, coherence, and politeness
strategies. These elements work collaboratively to perform speech acts such as
apologizing, refusing, and building interpersonal rapport. Based on Speech Act
Theory and Relevance Theory, this study concludes that meaning in WhatsApp
communication is co-constructed through interaction and social context. The
research contributes to studies in digital discourse, semantics, and sociolinguistics,
particularly within the Indonesian context.
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Abstrak: Penelitian ini bertujuan untuk menganalisis peran semantik dari item-
item kontekstual - emoji, singkatan, dan penanda wacana - dalam membentuk
makna dalam percakapan WhatsApp. Dengan menggunakan metode analisis konten
kualitatif, data dikumpulkan dari percakapan yang terjadi secara alami di antara
pengguna berusia 18 hingga 35 tahun. Temuan menunjukkan bahwa emoji
berfungsi sebagai penguat atau pelembut emosi, singkatan memfasilitasi pertukaran
yang cepat dan informal, dan penanda wacana mengatur nada, koherensi, dan
strategi kesopanan. Elemen-elemen ini bekerja secara kolaboratif untuk melakukan
tindak tutur seperti meminta maaf, menolak, dan membangun hubungan
interpersonal. Berdasarkan Teori Tindak Tutur dan Teori Relevansi, penelitian ini
menyimpulkan bahwa makna dalam komunikasi WhatsApp dikonstruksi bersama
melalui interaksi dan konteks sosial. Penelitian ini memberikan kontribusi pada
studi wacana digital, semantik, dan sosiolinguistik, khususnya dalam konteks
Indonesia.
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INTRODUCTION

The rapid advancement of mobile communication technology has
transformed the way people interact, with messaging platforms like
WhatsApp becoming integral to daily communication. WhatsApp, founded in
2009 by Brian Acton and Jan Koum, began as a simple status update
application but quickly evolved into a full-fledged messaging service.
Acquired by Meta (formerly Facebook) in 2014, WhatsApp has grown into
one of the most widely used messaging apps globally, with over 2.95 billion
users as of early 2025 (DemandSage, 2025).

Recent studies emphasize that digital communication is not merely a
reproduction of spoken or written forms, but a hybrid mode with its own
rules, conventions, and meaning-making strategies (Cabrera, M., & Flores,
n.d.)For instance, emojis have been found to serve multiple communicative
functions, such as expressing sarcasm, reinforcing tone, or indicating
emotion, depending on their position and context within a message
(Telaumbanua et al., 2023). Moreover, in the context of instant messaging,
users develop shared symbolic systems where meaning is constructed
collaboratively and often diverges from literal interpretation (Rahayu et al,,
2021)

Its widespread adoption has made WhatsApp a rich source of
authentic, informal language data for linguistic research. Unlike traditional
written discourse, WhatsApp chats are dynamic, often informal, and context-
dependent. Users frequently employ non-standard language features such as
abbreviations, emojis, voice notes, code-switching, and pragmatic shortcuts
to communicate more efficiently. These contextual items are linguistic and
paralinguistic elements whose meanings are closely tied to specific
conversational contexts and require nuanced semantic and pragmatic
analysis to uncover their communicative functions (Tesalonika et al., 2024).
Semantic analysis in WhatsApp contexts focuses on interpreting meaning
beyond literal definitions, emphasizing how context influences
interpretation. Literal meaning refers to the conventional or dictionary-based
sense of an utterance, independent of context or speaker intention. For
example, “I'm fine” literally states that the speaker is in a good state;
however, its real meaning may differ depending on tone, emoji use, or
message history. Similarly, a simple “OK” can express agreement, sarcasm,
dismissal, or indifference depending on accompanying cues like emoji,
punctuation, or timing.

Furthermore, contemporary digital linguistics highlights the role of
multimodality in mobile-mediated communication, where meaning is
constructed not only through words, but also through visual, temporal, and
interactive elements (Jones & Hafner, 2021)As such, the interpretation of
WhatsApp messages often relies on a reader’s familiarity with specific
communicative norms and shared digital culture.
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This study explores how contextual items such as emoji, code-
switching, and abbreviations convey social and emotional meanings, which
reflect interpersonal relationships, attitudes, emotions, and social identity. In
WhatsApp discourse, these meanings are often shaped through pragmatic
and visual strategies, especially emoji and stickers, which serve as tools for
softening tone, expressing politeness, or signaling alignment (Hasibuan et al.,
2024)The theoretical foundation of this study integrates contextual
semantics and pragmatics, drawing from updated applications of Speech Act
Theory and Relevance Theory. In the realm of digital messaging, utterances
not only convey information but also perform social actions that rely heavily
on shared context and digital cues. For instance, phrases like “sure” or “fine”
may drastically shift in meaning when paired with particular emojis or
framed within specific conversational turns (Widiana et al.,, 2024). This
research is especially relevant in an era where instant messaging represents
a dominant form of written interaction, shaping both language use and social
behavior. Understanding the semantic roles of contextual items in WhatsApp
not only contributes to discourse analysis and pragmatics but also has
implications for natural language processing (NLP), sociolinguistics, and
digital ethnography. These insights can support future research and
applications in understanding affect, identity, and intention in digital
communication spaces.

Therefore, this study focuses on examining how contextual items
contribute to the construction of meaning within conversations, particularly
in the digital environment of WhatsApp communication. The analysis centers
on understanding how various elements—linguistic, social, and situational
contexts—shape the interpretation of messages exchanged between users.
These contextual factors are not merely external influences but serve as
integral components that interact dynamically with the message content,
guiding recipients in understanding not only the literal meaning but also the
implied intentions behind each message.

Further, this research seeks to explore how WhatsApp users
consciously or unconsciously utilize contextual cues to convey emotions,
articulate intentions, and foster interpersonal relationships. The use of
emojis, tone indicators, choice of words, and message timing are viewed as
strategic tools within digital interactions that help users manage
impressions, express empathy, and maintain social bonds. In this way,
contextual items function as essential mechanisms for effective
communication, enabling users to navigate the limitations of text-based
interaction by embedding layers of meaning within their messages.

METHOD

This study used a qualitative research design with a content analysis
approach to explore how contextual features such as emojis, abbreviations,
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code-switching, and emotional cues are used in WhatsApp conversations.
This method is suitable for analyzing informal and digital text data and helps
uncover the meaning behind users’ language choices (Schreier, 2012)

The data were collected from voluntary participants aged 18-35, who
gave informed consent through an online form. All data were anonymized to
protect privacy. The research followed updated digital ethics guidelines,
including user-centered data sharing and iterative consent models, which
ensure that participants maintain control over their data throughout the
study (Schaffner et al.,, 2024)

The WhatsApp conversations were analyzed by grouping messages
into several categories: literal meaning, speech functions (such as requests or
agreement), and emotional or social markers. The analysis also considered
nonverbal elements like emoji use, timing, and relational context between
users (Godspower Ochulor et al., 2023)Although the study focused only on
informal peer-to-peer conversations, the findings provide valuable insights
into how users construct meaning and express emotions through mobile
messaging platforms.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This section provides a detailed analysis of how contextual items
function semantically in WhatsApp communication. The focus is on emojis,
abbreviations, and discourse markers, which are essential in conveying
meaning beyond the contextual content of messages.

Hallo, apakah kamu baik baik saja?
Kamu agak pendiam hari ini(=:

P 1326 Aku minta maaf, gak bisa datang tadi malam

Ada waktu gak malam ini? @ 44

1327 W
lyaa, hanya agak capek... malamku Oh, gapapa kok , semuanya juga ngerti

: %
Ga juga, masih banyak kerjaan (=3 panjang & 13.48 W e

Aku ngerasa gak enak. Padahal udah janiji

z 000, hari yang berat? ., .
Oalah, jangan terlalu dipikirkan! , <
istrahat bentar, mau keluar gak?

i Gitulah. banyak pikiran &2 Kamu pasti punya alasan. Yang penting kamu

13.53 W/ baik- baik aja o
tekmtngkinhare camal aikieye 4 Jangan buat itu menggangumu. Iya, kemarin tiba tiba ada urusan keluarga
Kamu bisa — mendadak

Oke, see you Asap! 155 o
Aku akan segera menyelesaikan Makasih, itu sangat berarti J,
tugasku N 13.54 &

See u
e @ Ketik pesan U =@ °
0 o @

@ Ketik pesan

Image 1 Image 2 Image 3

Table 1. Contextual Analysis

Aspect Image 1 Image 2 Image 3
Context One person Asking if they are Apology for not
seems quiet available tonight, being able to come
and tired due to but the other due to sudden

overthinking person is busy family matters
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Emojis Used

Emoji Function

Abbreviations
Abbreviation
Function

Discourse
Markers

Discourse
Function

Tone of
Communication

Contextual
Function

@' @' ;
©. b, A

- ®: Concern
- ®/@:
Tiredness

- ©): Easing the
mood

- @): Support
- J\: Gratitude

“lyaa, hanya
agak capek..”,
“Gitulah”,
“Jangan
itu...”
Elaboration,
showing
empathy
Friendly,

buat

caring,
supportive
Comforting a
stressed friend

ONGLINAE)

- @©: Friendly
- (D : Fatigue
- @): Casualness

P, See u, ASAP

- P: Get attention
- See u: Goodbye
- ASAP: As soon
as possible

“Oalah”, “Lol”,
“Oke, see you
ASAP!”

Reducing tension,
promoting
relaxation

Light, relaxed,
supportive

Offering time and
support

@’&

- @: Regret
- 4\ : Thankfulness

“Oh, gapapa kok”,
“Yang  penting...”,
“Kalau butuh apa-

”

apa...

Forgiving and
showing emotional
support
Understanding,
empathetic,
emotional
Showing
understanding  in
sudden situations

Table 2. Conversation 1: Inviting Out Workload

[llocuti
Chat Literal Contextual ocullonary
Segment Meaning Meaning Function
& (Speech Act)
Invitati t
"Got  time Asking for | anom O
. " o meet and a Request
tonight? availability )
sign of care
Expression of
"Still lots of stress and
. Alotoftasks Refusal
work @ work
pressure

Social/Emotional
Meaning
Attempt to
maintain a
positive
relationship

Shows emotional
burden
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Chat Literal
Segment Meaning

‘Don’t Suggestion

overthink &8

i relax

it!

"Wanna go Invitation

out?" hang out

"Lol maybe I A .

do need to cceptglg
suggestion

chill @ &6

"Okay, see

See you soon

[llocutionary
Contextual )
Meanin Function
& (Speech Act)
to Emotional
Advice
support
to Temporary
solution to Invitation
stress
Admitting the
Agreement
need for rest

Hope to meet

Social/Emotional
Meaning

Empathy and
concern

Form of social
support

Emotional
relaxation

Relational

Positive closing

you asap!" quickly optimism
"I'll  finish : Reassuring
m tasks Commitment the other Promise Responsibilit
y . to finish work P y
soon person
Teble 3. Conversation 2: Emotional Support and Validation
, [llocutionary ) )
Chat Literal Contextual ) Social/Emotional
: . Function (Speech )
Segment  Meaning Meaning Meaning
Act)
‘Youre  a Noticing Interpersonal
: . nterperson
bit quiet Observation behavioral Concern p
. empathy
today @ change
"Just tired... )
_ _ Unloading .-
my  night Expressing ) ) Implicit request
was  long fati emotional Explanation for s ort
igue u
& latig burden pP

Question

"Yeah. Lots

on my Light reply
mind "

"Don’t let it

get to you.

You've got Advice

this "

"Thanks, Thank you

Validation of .
Clarification
mental state

Shows inner )
. Confession
anxiety

Moral support Encouragement

Appreciation Gratitude

Building empathy

Needs attention
without drama

Strengthens spirit
and resilience

Positive emotional
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[llocutionary

Chat Literal Contextual _
_ : Function (Speech
Segment  Meaning Meaning
Act)
that means for support

alot J\"

Social/Emotional
Meaning

reciprocity

Table 4. Conversation 3: Absence from an Event and Guilt

Literal

Chat S t
atsegmen Meaning

"I'm really sorry

I couldn’t come Apologizing

last night @"

"Oh,
Everyone

it's okay.

Accepting
1
understands." apology
"l feel bad. 1
promised I'd be
there." guilt

"You must’'ve
had a reason.

What matters is

Affirmation

you're okay."
"Yeah,
something
urgent came up
with my family."
"Hope
everything’s Well-
okay there. Let wishing
me know if you offer
need anything."

"Thank you so

much, you're
always so Thanking
understanding

&n

Expressing

Explanation

[llocutionary

Contextual , Social/Emotional
M . Function M )
eanin eanin
& (Speech Act) &
Expressing Awareness and
guilt over Apology remorse in the
absence relationship
Emotional
Reducing
) support and
emotional Reassurance .
relational
burden i
softening
Showin
g ) Regret and
moral Confession .
. accountability
responsibility
Emotional
Validation support and non-
Comfort pp.
and empathy blaming
acceptance
Providin
& . . Clarification to
reason with Explanation i
ease guilt
care
Stron
Expression of Offer &, &
. interpersonal
active care Support _
connection
Positive
A ot emotional
reciation
pp Gratitude reciprocity &
for empathy .
relational
reinforcement
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[llocuti
Literal Contextual ocu.lonary Social/Emotional
Chat Segment Function )
Meaning

Meani Meani
eaning eaning (Speech Act)

Based on the analysis of the three WhatsApp conversations presented
in the findings, the following points highlight how contextual items including
emojis, abbreviations, and discourse markers play a significant role in
semantic and pragmatic meaning-making:

1. Emojis as Emotional Indicators and Illocutionary Reinforcers
Emojis were consistently used by participants to signal emotional
tone and reinforce the intention behind their messages. Rather than
functioning decoratively, emojis served as key paralinguistic cues that either
softened potentially face-threatening acts (e.g., refusals or apologies) or
strengthened expressions of empathy and support. Emojis such as and
© added depth to messages of stress and regret, shifting their interpretation
from neutral to emotionally charged. The emoji (&, when paired with
motivational phrases (e.g., “You've got this (%", acted as a performative
reinforcement of encouragement, aligning with the expressive function in
speech act theory. This confirms Hasibuan et al. (2024)’s assertion that
emojis act as politeness devices, softening tone while enhancing emotional
clarity.
2. Abbreviations for Efficiency and Social Intimacy
Abbreviations like “ASAP”, “P”, and “See u” were not only used for
brevity but also reflected informal tone, familiarity, and mutual
understanding between interlocutors. Their presence suggests that in digital
conversations, linguistic economy coexists with relational pragmatics. “P”
was used to attract attention in a casual and socially accepted manner,
signaling relational closeness. “See u ASAP” functioned as a friendly and
efficient closing, signaling a positive relational expectation. These uses echo
Tesalonika et al. (2024)’s findings on how abbreviations in digital discourse
index social alignment and in-group dynamics.
3. Discourse Markers as Cohesive and Empathic Devices
Discourse markers such as “Gitulah,” “Oalah,” and “Oh, gapapa kok”
helped manage tone and build empathy. They served as pragmatic scaffolding
that guided interpretation, often mitigating tension or expressing
reassurance. In emotionally sensitive moments (e.g., an apology), discourse
markers helped shift the message from a transactional function to a
relational function, emphasizing understanding and forgiveness. Their use
supports Widiana et al. (2024), who suggest that discourse markers in digital
chat perform phatic and interpersonal functions that strengthen bonds
between users.
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4. Meaning Construction Is Contextually Dependent
The same expressions, such as “I'm fine” or “I feel bad,” were
interpreted differently depending on their emoji accompaniment, discourse
history, and user relationship. Meaning was shaped not just by word choice
but by co-text (preceding or following messages), tone, and nonverbal cues.
For example, the phrase “Still lots of work &)” was a refusal on the surface
but conveyed emotional burden, requesting indirect support. This supports
Relevance Theory’s notion that contextual cues are essential for optimizing
meaning interpretation (Sperber & Wilson, as echoed by Jones & Hafner,
2021).
5. Speech Acts Are Multimodal and Emotionally Charged
Each of the conversations involved multiple illocutionary acts—
requests, apologies, confessions, support, and promises. These acts were
multimodal, delivered not just through lexical structures but through a blend
of emoji, tone, timing, and turn-taking strategies. In Conversation 3, the
apology sequence involved confession, explanation, and emotional
reassurance—all reinforced by contextual items like @ and J\. These
interactions show that WhatsApp messages are not mere statements; they
are social performances, reflecting responsibility, closeness, and mutual care.
6. WhatsApp as a Site of Interpersonal Negotiation
Ultimately, WhatsApp serves not only as a channel for exchanging
information but also as a platform for emotional connection, negotiation of
meaning, and identity expression. The findings reflect the participants' ability
to navigate interpersonal dynamics using limited linguistic tools enhanced by
contextual cue
7. Digital Interactions Build Identity and Emotional Connection
All three conversations show how WhatsApp facilitates expressions of
care, empathy, and emotional validation. Situations such as stress from work,
emotional fatigue, or family emergencies are handled with sensitivity and
emotional intelligence through contextual cues. This reinforces the idea that
WhatsApp functions as a platform not just for communication, but for
shaping identity and social connection.

CONCLUSIONS

Digital communication via platforms like WhatsApp has transformed
the way individuals construct and interpret meaning in everyday
interactions. Unlike traditional face-to-face communication, WhatsApp
conversations rely heavily on written text supplemented by contextual cues
such as emojis, abbreviations, and discourse markers. These contextual items
are not mere embellishments; rather, they serve as integral elements that
shape how messages are understood and emotions conveyed within digital
exchanges. Their role becomes even more critical given the absence of
physical gestures and vocal tone in text-based interactions.
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In this context, understanding how contextual items function in
meaning-making processes becomes essential. Emojis, for example, act as
paralinguistic tools that convey mood, soften tone, and reinforce
communicative intent, enabling users to express emotional nuances that text
alone often fails to capture. Similarly, abbreviations and discourse markers
contribute to communicative efficiency while signaling social familiarity and
shared digital literacy. These elements, when analyzed through pragmatic
and semantic perspectives, reveal how language users adapt their
communication strategies to suit informal, real-time messaging
environments.

This study, therefore, explores the role of contextual items in shaping
semantic interpretation within WhatsApp conversations. It examines how
linguistic, social, and situational contexts influence message comprehension
and how WhatsApp users strategically deploy contextual cues to express
emotions, convey intentions, and build interpersonal relationships. Through
this analysis, the study seeks to contribute to the broader understanding of
digital pragmatics and sociolinguistics, emphasizing the dynamic and
adaptive nature of language use in contemporary digital communication.
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