Information Management and Business Review (ISSN 2220-3796)

Vol. 15, No. 4(SI), pp. 508-515, December 2023

With or Without Emojis? A Conceptual Paper on Food Vendor Instagram Caption towards Customer
Engagement

*Nurul Huda binti Jafni, Samsudin Wahab, Noraminin Khalid, Jafni bin Ghazali
UiTM Permatang Pauh, Pulau Pinang, Malaysia
*nurularts@gmail.com, samsudinw@gmail.com, noramininkhalid@gmail.com, cikgujafni@gmail.com

Abstract: This conceptual paper investigates the impact of emojis on customer engagement in food vendor
Instagram captions. Emojis have gained traction in online communication, but their influence on customer
engagement in the context of food vendors remains unexplored. Drawing on concepts of customer
engagement, social media marketing and semiotics, the research explores how emojis capture attention,
convey emotions, enhance communication, and foster customer engagement. Through qualitative interviews
with food vendors and customers in Kulim, this research aims to identify patterns and themes related to the
impact of emojis on customer engagement. The findings of this research are expected to contribute to the
growing body of literature on social media marketing and stimulate further investigation into the utilization
of emojis for enhancing customer engagement on social media, enabling food vendors to leverage emojis
effectively in their Instagram captions as an effective strategy to cultivate stronger engagement.
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1. Introduction and Background

In recent years, social media platforms have revolutionized the way businesses interact with customers and
foster brand loyalty (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Instagram, in particular, has emerged as a dominant force in
the realm of social media, especially in the food industry where visually appealing content plays a crucial role.
As businesses adapt to the ever-evolving landscape of Instagram, they continually seek innovative strategies
to captivate their audience and enhance customer engagement. One strategy that has gained considerable
traction is the strategic use of emojis in captions.

Emojis, as pictorial representations of emotions and ideas, have become an integral part of digital
communication, providing a visual context that enhances the overall message and potentially influences
engagement levels between businesses and their customers (Derks, Fischer, & Bos, 2008; Miller, 2017). They
offer a concise and expressive way to convey sentiments, tone, and intentions within Instagram captions. By
incorporating emojis, businesses aim to create a more engaging and relatable communication style, forging a
stronger connection with their customers.

While emojis have been widely adopted in informal online communication, their impact in formal business
contexts, such as food vendor Instagram captions, remains an area that requires further exploration and
understanding. Scholars have recognized the significance of emojis in online communication, highlighting
their ability to convey emotional nuances, enrich textual meaning, and foster a sense of connectedness
(Derks, Fischer, & Bos, 2008; Miller, 2017). However, the specific application of emojis in the context of food
vendor Instagram captions requires more empirical research to comprehend their influence on customer
engagement and the factors that influence their effectiveness.

Therefore, the primary objective of this conceptual paper is to explore the potential of emojis in food vendor
Instagram captions and examine their impact on customer engagement. By reviewing existing literature on
emojis, customer engagement and social media marketing, this paper aims to conceptualize the potential
effects of incorporating emojis in food vendor Instagram captions. Additionally, it will identify the factors that
may influence the effectiveness of emojis in engaging customers. By shedding light on this relatively
unexplored topic, this paper contributes to the growing body of knowledge in social media marketing, with a
specific focus on the role of emojis in customer engagement within the food industry.

Research Objectives
e To examine the impact of incorporating emojis in food vendor Instagram captions on customer
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engagement metrics

e To investigate the emotional responses elicited by emojis in food vendor Instagram captions and
their influence on customer engagement.

e To identify the potential drawbacks and considerations associated with using emojis in food vendor
Instagram captions.

Research Questions

e How does the use of emojis in food vendor Instagram captions impact customer engagement metrics
compared to captions without emojis?

e  What specific emotions are evoked by emojis in food vendor Instagram captions, and how do these
emotional responses influence customer engagement and perception of the brand?

e  What are the potential drawbacks and considerations associated with using emojis in food vendor
Instagram captions, such as misinterpretation, cultural differences, and perceived professionalism,
and how do these factors impact customer engagement and the overall effectiveness of the captions?

2. Literature Review

In recent years, social media platforms, particularly Instagram, have revolutionized the way businesses
interact with customers and foster brand loyalty (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). The use of emojis in Instagram
captions has gained attention as a potential strategy to enhance customer engagement within the food
industry (Alalwan et al, 2017). These pictorial representations of emotions and ideas have become an
integral part of digital communication, providing a visual context that enhances the overall message and
potentially influences engagement levels between businesses and their customers. While emojis are widely
adopted in informal online communication, their impact in formal contexts, such as business communication
remains a subject of ongoing debate and exploration.

Scholars have recognized the significance of emojis in online communication, emphasizing their capacity to
convey emotional nuances, enrich textual meaning, and foster a sense of connectedness (Derks, Fischer, &
Bos, 2008; Miller, 2017). Research on emojis has shown their potential to evoke emotional responses,
enhance brand personality, and facilitate customer-brand interactions (Chen & Xu, 2019; Labrecque et al,,
2013). Emojis can elicit positive emotions and create a sense of familiarity, which contributes to customer
engagement and brand attachment (Hu, 2018). Moreover, the visual appeal of emojis in Instagram captions
can capture users' attention and increase the likelihood of interaction and information processing (Phua et al,,
2017).

Social media platforms, including Instagram, have become essential communication tools for businesses,
allowing food vendors to share updates about their products, menu changes, special promotions, and
upcoming events (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). Leveraging Instagram's features, such as stories, posts, and live
videos, food vendors can keep their customers informed in real-time, leading to enhanced customer
engagement and satisfaction. Additionally, these platforms facilitate two-way communication, enabling
customers to interact with businesses through comments, likes, and direct messages (Wirtz & Gottel, 2018).
This interaction fosters meaningful conversations and personalized engagement, strengthening the bond
between the vendor and the customer, and increasing customer loyalty and advocacy.

The visually-driven nature of Instagram makes it an ideal platform for food vendors to showcase their
products in an appealing and enticing manner (Yadav et al.,, 2013). By leveraging high-quality images and
videos of delicious food items, vendors can capture the attention of potential customers, stimulating customer
engagement and creating a visual identity that resonates with their target audience.

Hence, the use of emojis in food vendor Instagram captions has gained popularity as a strategy to enhance
customer engagement. Their ability to convey emotional nuances, enhance textual meaning, and capture
users' attention makes them valuable tools for businesses in the food industry. By leveraging social media
platforms like Instagram and incorporating emojis strategically, food vendors can foster a stronger
connection with their customers, stimulate engagement, and ultimately build brand loyalty. However, further
research is needed to fully understand the impact and effectiveness of emojis in formal business
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communication contexts, specifically within food vendor Instagram captions.
The Importance of Emojis in Instagram Caption

Emotional Expression and Engagement: Emojis have become a ubiquitous part of online communication,
profoundly influencing how individuals express emotions and convey meaning in digital conversations
(Bouhnik & Deshen, 2014). These graphical representations of emotions, concepts, and ideas play a crucial
role in enhancing communication and fostering engagement, particularly on platforms like Instagram. In the
context of food vendor Instagram captions, emojis offer a unique opportunity to infuse textual content with
an emotional layer (Chen & Xie, 2015). They enable food vendors to convey sentiment, tone, and intent
concisely and in a visually appealing manner. For instance, a smiling face emoji can effectively communicate
happiness or satisfaction associated with a delicious dish, while a heart emoji can express love and
appreciation for a particular food item.

Strategic incorporation of emojis allows food vendors to establish a more engaging and relatable
communication style, forging a connection with their audience (Muniz & 0'Guinn, 2011). When customers
come across emojis in Instagram captions, they often experience a sense of familiarity and emotional
resonance, leading to increased interest, interaction, and ultimately, customer loyalty. Furthermore, emojis
help overcome the limitations of text-based communication by providing additional context and clarifying the
intended meaning of a message (Walther et al, 2012). They can prevent misinterpretations and
misunderstandings, ensuring that the message is accurately and effectively conveyed.

Thus, emojis serve as powerful tools for emotional expression and engagement in digital communication.
When strategically incorporated into Instagram captions, food vendors can establish a more engaging and
relatable communication style, evoke emotions, and create a stronger connection with their audience. Emojis
not only add visual appeal but also aid in conveying sentiment, tone, and intent, thereby enhancing the overall
effectiveness of communication on social media platforms like Instagram.

Visual Appeal and Attention Grabbing: Emojis are widely recognized for their visual appeal and ability to
capture attention in a cluttered digital environment (Ding et al., 2019). For food vendor Instagram captions,
emojis provide an opportunity to go beyond plain text and add a vibrant and eye-catching element to
messages (Eskola et al,, 2018). By incorporating emojis strategically, food vendors can enhance the visual
appeal of their captions. The use of emojis allows food vendors to infuse personality and context into their
messages, showcasing the unique characteristics of their brand (Ko & Chang, 2020). By carefully selecting
emojis that align with their brand identity and desired tone, vendors can make their captions more
memorable and recognizable to their audience.

The visual appeal of emojis contributes to increased engagement and brand recall. As users scroll through
their Instagram feeds, emojis act as visual hooks, capturing attention and encouraging users to engage with
the content (Saravanakumar & Suganthalakshmi, 2012). Memorable and visually appealing captions are
more likely to be shared, commented on, and remembered by viewers, leading to increased engagement and
brand visibility.

However, it is important to consider various factors that may influence the impact of emojis on customer
engagement. The context, in which emojis are used, such as the type of food being promoted and the target
audience, can play a significant role in their effectiveness. Cultural considerations should also be taken into
account as interpretations of emojis may vary across different cultures and regions (Derks, Fischer, & Bos,
2008). Additionally, the placement and frequency of emojis within Instagram captions, as well as their
alignment with brand image and authenticity, can impact customer engagement (Phua et al,, 2017; Miller,
2017). Furthermore, attention should be given to caption length and the strategic use of emojis to convey
specific messages.

In summary, by utilizing emojis strategically, food vendors can enhance the visual appeal of their Instagram

captions and capture the attention of their audience. However, the effectiveness of emojis in customer
engagement is influenced by various factors that should be carefully considered to optimize their impact.
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The Impact of Emojis on Customer Engagement

Enhancing message enhancement and engagement: Research has consistently shown that emojis serve as
valuable tools for enhancing message interpretation, comprehension, and context understanding (Dresner &
Herring, 2010). In a digital landscape where communication often relies solely on text, emojis provide visual
cues that help convey tone, sentiment, and intent more effectively (Kim & de Araujo, 2018). By strategically
incorporating emojis into their Instagram captions, food vendors can enhance the clarity and precision of
their messages.

Emojis act as supportive elements that complement the textual content, providing additional context and
aiding in conveying the intended meaning (Kim & de Araujo, 2018). For example, a food vendor describing a
spicy dish can use a flame emoji to reinforce the level of heat, ensuring that customers understand the
intensity of the flavor. This use of emojis adds visual cues that enhance the overall message comprehension
and make it more engaging for the audience.

Moreover, emojis add emotional depth and nuance to messages, overcoming the limitations of text-based
communication (Tiene & Drennan, 2018). They allow food vendors to express feelings, moods and reactions
in a concise and visually appealing manner. By using emojis that align with the emotions they want to convey,
vendors can ensure that their messages are understood accurately and elicit the desired emotional response
from the audience. Additionally, emojis aid in the interpretation of humor, sarcasm, or irony in captions,
which can be challenging to convey through text alone (Tiene & Drennan, 2018). Emojis provide visual cues
that assist in clarifying the intended tone, preventing misinterpretations, and enhancing overall message
comprehension.

In summary, emojis play a vital role in enhancing message interpretation and comprehension on Instagram.
By utilizing emojis strategically, food vendors can provide visual cues, add emotional depth, and clarify the
intended tone of their captions. This leads to clearer communication, minimizing misinterpretations, and
ensuring that the message is accurately understood by the audience.

Evoking Positive Emotions and Engagement: Emojis possess a remarkable ability to evoke positive
emotions, which in turn enhances customer engagement and connection. As visual representations of
emotions, emojis elicit immediate emotional responses from viewers, creating a sense of relatability and
establishing a stronger bond between the food vendor and their audience (Cho & Cheon, 2014). When food
vendors use emojis that align with their brand personality and effectively convey the desired emotions, they
can tap into the power of emotional engagement. For example, a heart-eyes emoji used to express admiration
for a delectable dessert can evoke a feeling of delight and excitement in customers, making them more likely
to engage with the post by liking, commenting, or sharing it.

Furthermore, emojis help to create a more enjoyable and memorable customer experience. They inject a
sense of playfulness and lightheartedness into captions, making the content more engaging and appealing to
the audience (Ferndndez-Dols & Carrera, 2004). By evoking positive emotions, emojis contribute to a positive
association with the food vendor's brand, fostering a sense of connection and loyalty among customers
(Huang & Wang, 2016).

The use of emojis in Instagram captions also encourages customers to actively participate in the conversation.
Emojis are easily recognizable and relatable, making it easier for customers to express their sentiments and
engage with the vendor's content (Van Kleef, 2009). By incorporating emojis that encourage responses or
reactions, such as question marks or thumbs up, food vendors invite their audience to join in the conversation
and actively engage with the post.

In summary, emojis play a significant role in evoking positive emotions and enhancing customer engagement.
By selecting emojis that align with their brand personality and effectively convey desired emotions, food
vendors can create a more enjoyable and memorable customer experience. This emotional connection leads
to increased engagement, as customers are more likely to interact with the content and develop a stronger
sense of loyalty towards the vendor's brand.
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Facilitating Personalization and Relationship Building: The strategic use of emojis in Instagram captions
allows food vendors to personalize their communication and establish a more informal and friendly tone
(Bruns & Stieglitz, 2018). This personal touch fosters a sense of authenticity, relatability, and approachability,
which is crucial for building strong relationships with customers. Emojis provide food vendors with an
opportunity to humanize their brand and create a more relatable online persona (Djafarova & Rushworth,
2017). By carefully selecting emojis that reflect their brand personality and values, vendors can convey a
sense of identity and differentiate themselves from competitors. For instance, a food vendor with a focus on
sustainable practices may use nature-related emojis to reinforce their commitment to the environment
(Okazaki, Li, & Hirose, 2015).

Moreover, emojis add a layer of informality and playfulness to captions, creating a more relaxed and friendly
atmosphere (Statista Research Department, 2022). This tone resonates well with customers, making them
feel more comfortable and connected to the vendor. By infusing their captions with emojis, food vendors can
bridge the gap between digital interactions and real-life experiences, fostering a sense of familiarity and
building trust with their audience. The use of emojis also allows for a more personalized form of
communication. Vendors can tailor their captions to specific segments of their audience, using emojis that are
relevant and appealing to those particular groups (Statista Research Department, 2022). This level of
personalization makes customers feel seen and understood, strengthening the bond between the vendor and
the customer.

In summary, emojis facilitate personalization and relationship building by humanizing the brand, creating an
informal and friendly tone, and allowing for a more personalized form of communication. By leveraging
emojis strategically, food vendors can establish a deeper connection with their audience, foster trust and
loyalty, and ultimately enhance customer satisfaction and engagement. To date, limited research has been
conducted specifically on the impact of emojis in food vendor Instagram captions on customer engagement
(Tiwari & Buse, 2020). Therefore, there is a need for further exploration to understand the potential effects,
benefits, and challenges of incorporating emojis in this context. Such research can provide valuable insights
for food vendors seeking to optimize their Instagram caption strategies and enhance customer engagement.
In conclusion, the literature reviewed suggests that emojis have the potential to influence customer
engagement on social media platforms. While emojis are widely used in informal online communication, their
impact in more formal contexts, such as business communication, requires further investigation.
Understanding the role of emojis in food vendor Instagram captions can help businesses maximize their
effectiveness in engaging their target audience.

3. Methodology

Research Design: The research design for this study is qualitative as it seeks to explore the experiences,
perceptions and attitudes of food vendors in Kulim regarding the use of emojis in Instagram captions.
Qualitative research is well-suited for gaining in-depth insights and understanding of participants' subjective
experiences and perspectives. Semi-structured interviews will be employed as the primary data collection
method. This approach allows for flexibility and adaptability during the interviews, enabling the researcher to
explore relevant themes and gather detailed insights from participants. The use of semi-structured interviews
allows for a balance between guiding the conversation based on the research objectives and allowing
participants to share their unique perspectives and experiences.

Data Collection: The semi-structured interviews will involve a set of predetermined open-ended questions
and prompts to guide the discussion. These questions will be developed based on the research objectives and
the conceptual framework derived from the literature review. The questions will be designed to elicit
participants' thoughts, experiences, and attitudes towards the use of emojis in their Instagram captions as
well as any perceived impact on customer engagement. The interviews can be conducted either in person or
remotely, depending on the participants' preferences and feasibility. Creating a comfortable and private
setting for the interviews will be crucial to encourage participants to share their experiences openly. This will
help ensure that the data collected accurately reflects participants' perspectives and insights.

The interviews will be audio-recorded with the participant’'s consent to ensure accurate capturing of the
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information shared. An interview guide will be developed based on the research objectives and conceptual
framework. The guide will consist of open-ended questions and prompts designed to facilitate discussions on
relevant topics, including participants’ perceptions of emojis in Instagram captions, motivations for using
emojis, the perceived impact on customer engagement, challenges faced and strategies employed.

Sampling: For sample selection, a purposive sampling technique will be employed to select participants who
meet specific criteria for inclusion in the study. The criteria will include being a food vendor in Kulim,
Malaysia, actively using Instagram as a marketing platform and having experience or knowledge about
incorporating emojis in their Instagram captions. This approach will ensure that participants have relevant
insights and experiences related to the research topic. The sample for the interviews will be selected using
purposive sampling. This approach allows for the intentional selection of participants who meet specific
criteria, such as being food vendors in Kulim, actively using Instagram as a marketing platform and having
experience or knowledge about incorporating emojis in their captions. Efforts will be made to ensure
diversity in the sample by considering factors such as the type of cuisine, popularity, and level of engagement
on Instagram.

Efforts will be made to ensure diversity in the sample to capture a range of perspectives. Factors such as the
type of cuisine offered, popularity of the vendor and level of engagement on Instagram will be considered
during the participant selection process. This diversity will enrich the findings and provide a comprehensive
understanding of the impact of emojis on customer engagement across different food vendors in Kulim.

4., Results

In terms of data analysis, thematic analysis will be employed. The interview recordings will be transcribed
verbatim and the transcripts will be thoroughly reviewed to become familiar with the data. Initial codes will
be generated by systematically coding the data and identifying meaningful segments relevant to the research
objectives. These codes will be organized into themes and sub-themes, capturing the key ideas and patterns
in the data. Data analysis software or manual coding techniques will be used to manage and analyze the data,
ensuring rigor and reliability in the analysis process. The identified themes will be interpreted in light of the
existing literature and the conceptual framework to provide meaningful insights into the impact of emojis on
customer engagement.

Ethical considerations will be addressed by seeking ethical approval from the relevant institution or ethics
committee. Participants will receive clear information about the study's purpose, voluntary nature, and the
confidentiality of their data. Informed consent will be obtained from participants before the interviews, and
their identities will be anonymized during data reporting and analysis to ensure confidentiality and privacy.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, this conceptual research paper delved into the impact of emojis on customer engagement in the
context of food vendor Instagram captions. Through a thorough analysis, we explored the advantages and
considerations of incorporating emojis into captions and their influence on customer engagement. Our
examination of existing literature and theoretical analysis reveals that emojis play a significant role in
bolstering customer engagement on social media platforms, particularly on Instagram. Emojis offer a visually
appealing and succinct method of conveying emotions, expressing ideas, and establishing a sense of
connection with the audience. By strategically utilizing emojis in captions, food vendors can effectively
capture their target audience's attention, evoke positive emotional responses, and cultivate higher levels of
engagement.

The findings suggest that emojis can contribute to increased likes, comments, and shares, which are crucial
metrics for measuring customer engagement on Instagram. Emojis can aid in conveying brand personality,
forging a friendly and relatable image, and fostering a sense of community among followers. Furthermore,
emojis can transcend language barriers and appeal to a diverse audience, enabling food vendors to engage
with a broader customer base. However, it is essential to acknowledge that the impact of emojis on customer
engagement may vary depending on factors such as the target audience, cultural context, and the specific
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message being conveyed. Possible drawbacks include misinterpretation, cultural disparities, and the risk of
appearing unprofessional if emojis are used excessively or inappropriately. Therefore, food vendors must
carefully consider their target audience and the contextual appropriateness of emojis to ensure effective
communication and avoid potential pitfalls.

To conclude, this conceptual paper underscores the potential benefits and considerations associated with
incorporating emojis into food vendor Instagram captions to enhance customer engagement. The findings
emphasize the need for thoughtful and strategic integration of emojis to create an engaging and meaningful
interaction with the audience.
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