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Abstract 

The current study seeks to remedy the lack of scholarly investigation into the use of animated 
GIFs in computer-mediated communication (CMC). Through phenomenological analysis of in-
depth 1-on-1 interviews with individuals engaging in the behavior, one over-arching theme was 
found with the four underlying sub-themes of: Choice, Meaning, Use and Gratification. 
Individuals using animated GIFs in their CMC seem to formulate a mental image of an 
expression they wish to demonstrate and select a GIF that fits a particular context, within a 
specific conversation, with a specific person. Individuals seem to construct meaning of animated 
GIFs by reading social cues such as facial expressions and body language presented by the actors 
in the GIF and combining it with the context of the conversation and the person or persons they 
are communicating with. Individuals seem to use animated GIFs to actively compensate for the 
lack of social cue transmission in CMC, and seem do so for the purpose of humor, clarification 
of message, and to increase saliency. Lastly, this whole process seems to be lubricated by a 
feedback loop of gratification where in individuals feel their communication is improved and 
more enjoyable than with just words. The current findings are relevant to theories of 
communication as well as to online education. Recommendations for future research into their 
effectiveness for educational purposes are provided. 
 
Keywords: Animated GIFs, Computer-Mediated Communication, Teacher Presence, Humor, 
Phenomenology 
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Chapter 1: Research Problem 

Animated GIFs (GIF standing for graphics interchange format, a type of digital image 

file) have been a hallmark of the Internet since 1995 and are still widely used today (Eppink, 

2014). Animated GIFs are essentially digital flipbooks and are comprised of a series of static 

images presented in a certain order and at a certain speed as defined by the person creating the 

file. They are used because of their relatively small file size (especially compared to a video that 

must be streamed) and can be hosted on most Internet sites. Examples of GIFs can be seen on a 

variety of websites for various audiences: weather-related sites (showing short weather patterns), 

how-to sites (showing basic steps for completing a task), and commonly on Social Networking 

Sites (SNS), where they tend to be short clips from popular culture such as movies and TV 

shows shared as comments on posts. These digital files run the gamut of subjects and contexts, 

and one need only look at Giphy.com to see there are a variety of animated GIF classifications 

(e.g., emotions, actions, reactions, movies, anime). 

Alexander (2011) notes that a “GIF culture” was forming in 2011, that GIFs are a natural 

evolution of our need to consume information in smaller chunks, and they are most often pulled 

from cultural touchstones such as movies and TV shows that people enjoy. The thing that makes 

them most enjoyable is their nature as a single moment that may have gotten overlooked inside 

of a broader media artifact such as a full-length movie or TV show episode (Alexander, 2011). 

The proliferation of animated GIFs on the Internet speaks to their appeal, and they are being used 

by a variety of people in different contexts and in different ways. Perhaps the most interesting 

use is a practice that began occurring sometime around 2011 where individuals began using 

animated GIFs as responses to posts in what are mostly text-based chatrooms and message 

boards (Eppink, 2014). These GIFs are commonly referred to as reaction GIFs and are used by 
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individuals on a variety of Internet sites such as Reddit.com and Tumblr.com as direct responses 

to someone else’s text or GIF post, sometimes with text qualification, but just as often as the sole 

response to someone else’s comment (Eppink, 2014). More recently, animated GIFs have even 

been used in official business communication between companies via twitter accounts (see AMD 

Ryzen, 2017 and NVIDIA GeForce, 2017). This phenomenon of people using animated GIFs in 

computer-mediated communication (CMC) has been around for more than seven years now and 

has received very little attention. Therein lies the problem: There is a critical lack of 

understanding why individuals are using animated GIFs in computer-mediated communication 

(CMC), and it should be explored. 

Significance of the Study  

A profound lack of literature about animated GIFs serves as the single most important 

reason for exploration. Searching library databases and Google Scholar retrieved few results that 

related to animated GIFs at all, let alone research involving them. The most common results 

were technical papers or instructions for creating them (Arndt, 2013; Niederst, 2003; Yam, 

Kruskal, & Larson, 2007) or a mention of them in terms of critiquing web pages (Faraday, 2000). 

Only ten articles found referencing animated GIFs could be classified as academic (see Bakhshi 

et al., 2016; Carels, 2015; Chen & Picard, 2016; Chen, Rudovic, & Picard, 2017; Eppink, 2014; 

Gürsimsek, 2016; Jou, Bhattacharya, & Chang, 2014; Jiang, Brubaker, & Fiesler, 2017; Mckay, 

2009; Morgan & Scholma-Mason, 2017; Poulaki, 2015), and none of them deal with why 

individuals are using animated GIFs in CMC. 

Other similar media are being used in CMC and have been studied extensively. 

Emoticons for example are “[…] visual cues from ordinary typographical symbols that when 

read sideways represent feelings or emotions” (Rezabek & Cochenour, 1998, p. 201) and have 
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been viewed by many simply as expressions of emotions (see Krohn, 2004; Rezabek & 

Cochenour, 1998; Walther & D’Addario, 2001). Unlike animated GIFs, scholars have 

investigated the communicative functions of emoticons. Work by Walther and D’Addario 

(2001); Dresner and Herring (2010); and Skovholt, Grønning, and Kankaanranta (2014) all 

revolved around the communicative function of emoticons in CMC.  

The scholarly attention to emoticons and their communicative function lends legitimacy 

to the idea that similarly functioning media deserve the same attention. Although emoticons and 

animated GIFs seem similar in how they are used, the differences between them are striking. 

Animated GIFs are not simple graphics or keyboard characters like emoticons; they are often 

high-resolution reproductions of film normally from TV shows or movies, often including facial 

expressions and actions of actors. Though used similarly to emoticons, the differences between 

the two warrant further investigation. 

Last, as more and more education is going online, students and teachers are increasingly 

communicating in text-only media. Discussion boards, emails, texting, and chatting are all tools 

used to facilitate communication in online courses, and the use of media such as emoticons or 

animated GIFs may improve the quality of the communication occurring there. It is for this 

reason that animated GIFs deserve further investigation as a communicative tool. In this regard, 

it stands to reason that the best place to start the investigation of animated GIFs in CMC is an 

exploration of the phenomenon from the bottom up. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

There is a profound lack of literature about animated GIFs. The most information rich 

article found was a visually arresting piece written by Eppink (2014). In it, the author portrays 

the entire saga of creation and current use of animated GIFs in painstaking, computer-based 

artistic detail. Animated GIFs became wildly popular in 1995 as people began looking for ways 

to increase the visual appeal of the Internet. Today, animated GIFs can be found all over the 

Internet, and as Eppink (2014) notes, they began to be used as communicative tools sometime 

around 2011. 

The earliest scholarly mention of the animated GIF was a paper on the analysis of the 

affective nature of animated GIFs as an art form (Mckay, 2009). In it, the author discusses three 

separate animated GIFs as digital art pieces and addresses the affective components of GIFs, or 

how they engage peoples’ attention as an art form. In primarily a philosophical exploration of the 

potential affective nature of animated GIFs, the author posited that animated GIFs have power to 

draw out intrinsic personal engagement and serve as “excellent vehicles for inflecting digital 

media with the unique and whimsical influence of individual human minds” (Mckay, 2009, para. 

36).  

Carels (2015) compared the animated GIF as an art form to the thaumatrope, a disc with 

images on each side that could be spun to give the viewer an illusion of movement, and also to 

arnothoscopes or fantascopes, discs with up to 16 images that when spun show a repeating 

image that moves (e.g., a running horse or a dancing elephant). Much like these historical toys of 

entertainment, animated GIFs repeat on a loop and as an art form are gaining in popularity. 

Morgan & Scholma-Mason (2017) discussed how the animated GIF is an important piece of 
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digital culture but looked at only archaeological GIFs specifically for use in explaining 

archaeological concepts or illustrating archaeological digs.  

Poulaki (2015) discussed how the shortness of animated GIFs meets a need for online 

culture as they can be viewed quickly and easily, and since they repeat, are often viewed more 

than once. While not the focus of his study, it is important to note that Poulaki (2015) mentions 

the communicative properties of animated GIFs, indicating that there is more to animated GIFs 

than just being a piece of digital art. This sentiment was confirmed by Bakhshi et al. (2016), who 

found that the factors of animated GIFs that cause them to be so popular were similar to those 

found by Poulaki (2015) but also mentioned that “the storytelling capabilities and utility for 

expressing emotions were significant factors in making GIFs the most engaging content on 

Tumblr.” (Bakhshi et al., 2016, p. 575). 

There are only a few experimental studies looking at animated GIFs to date. The first is a 

conference paper by Jou, Bhattacharya, and Chang (2014) where the researchers attempted to 

predict the emotions individuals would perceive when viewing animated GIFs. Using a data set 

from a website run by MIT that collects user perceptions of specific emotional categories of two 

opposed animated GIFs, the researchers were able to show that there were specific emotional 

categories and develop a computational method for predicting emotional perception of viewers 

(Jou et al., 2014). Further work on the subject was conducted by Chen and Picard (2016), where 

the researchers were able to achieve better accuracy than that found by Jou et al. (2014). This 

was followed up by another study by Chen et al. (2017), where the researchers have put forth a 

method for labeling previously unlabeled animated GIFs on the internet in hopes of increasing 

autonomous machine learning in the future. Although the results of the studies are intriguing and 
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establish a link between perceived emotion and animated GIFs, there was no discussion or 

exploration of why people are using them for communication. 

There are only two research studies approaching the phenomenon of people using 

animated GIFs as a communication tool. The first was an online survey conducted by Jiang, 

Brubaker, and Fiesler (2017). In it, the authors asked respondents to interpret various animated 

GIFs and then compared their answers with the emotions participants identified in the GIFs. It 

was found that people have very different interpretations of animated GIFs. GIFs with longer 

runtimes had higher degrees of variance in interpretation, and negative GIFs had less variation in 

interpretation than more positive GIFs (Jiang et al., 2017). Gürsimsek (2016) looked at animated 

GIFs being produced by fans of the television show Lost and found their animated GIFs to be a 

form of communication that could best be described as a sort of group vernacular. The focus of 

the research was from a design perspective with a focus on what this means for the media 

industry in general and was conducted specifically for design considerations (Gürsimsek, 2016). 

Although these two studies mentioned that individuals are using animated GIFs to communicate, 

neither specifically looked at how people communicate with animated GIFs.  

Similar Media 

Given the lack of scholarly investigation of animated GIFs being used in communication, 

it is necessary to relate animated GIFs to other media artifacts that share commonalities. In this 

regard, emoticons are the most similar in their form and function and have received a fair amount 

of scholarly attention. According to Krohn (2004), the first emoticon was used in a Carnegie 

Mellon message board by the computer scientist Scott E. Fahlmon. The official definition of the 

emoticon was first established in a paper by Rezabek and Cochenour (1998) as “[…] visual cues 

from ordinary typographical symbols that when read sideways represent feelings or emotions” 
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(p. 201) and is the definition cited and quoted in research up to the present day. Park, Baek, and 

Cha (2014) used Twitter data to determine differences in emoticons between cultural groups and 

found that individualistic cultures prefer sideways emoticons (e.g., :-) ), whereas more 

collectivist cultures prefer inline emoticons (e.g., >.<). 

As opposed to animated GIFs, most of the literature on emoticons relates to their power 

as communicative devices. Walther and D’Addario (2001) looked at the effects of three common 

emoticons on the interpretation of messages in computer-mediated communication (CMC) and 

found that although they have some effect, the textual component of the messages outweighed 

the effect of any emoticon use except where negative messages were concerned. In negative 

messages, either the presence of a negative textual component or a negative emoticon component 

causes the interpretation of the message to be more negative. Alternatively, in an article by Wang 

et al. (2014), emoticon use specifically in instances of negative feedback situations found that 

positive emoticons could change the interpretation of the message as long as the feedback was 

specific and not general in nature.  

Whereas earlier literature viewed emoticons as simply expressions of emotions (see 

Krohn, 2004; Rezabek & Cochenour, 1998; Walther & D’Addario, 2001), more recent literature 

has focused on expanding that interpretation. In an article by Dresner and Herring (2010), 

researchers argued that the definition of emoticons as expressions of emotions is too simplistic. 

To address this, the authors logically connected the power of emoticons to speech act theory in 

the discipline of communication, specifically the concept of illocutionary force. Illocutionary 

force pertains to the way the speaker intends his or her message to be interpreted and is mediated 

in face-to-face conversations through a person’s tone of voice, facial expressions, or body 

language (e.g., sarcastic tone, smirks, or hand gestures). Dresner and Herring (2010) argued that 
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emoticons are a method of injecting illocutionary force into CMC. Work by Skovholt, Grønning, 

and Kankaanranta (2014) provided further evidence for this theory when they found that 

emoticons in workplace emails serve three functions: (1) indicating attitudes of the sender of a 

message, (2) qualifying statements meant to be taken as humorous, and (3) adding emphasis to 

positive messages and mitigating negative messages. Additional work by Derks, Bos, and von 

Grumbkow (2008) found much the same using a very large sample of individuals leading to the 

interpretation that emoticons are not just a substitute for facial expression in CMC and serve 

more functions than just delivering emotions. Furthermore, while investigating content in the 

Usenet platform in the early days of the internet, MacKinnon (1995) found that emoticons were 

in fact a form of user compensation for the limited nature of a text-based communication 

environment. It is likely that animated GIFs are being used in a similar fashion. 

In CMC, context plays a factor when individuals communicate. According to Derks, Bos, 

and von Grumbkow (2007), “people use more emoticons in socio-emotional contexts than in 

task-oriented contexts” (p. 846), indicating that people have a preference of whom they use them 

with. Furthermore, the study found that negative task-driven contexts had the least amount of 

emoticon use, whereas positive socio-emotional contexts had the same amount of emoticon use 

as negative socio-emotional contexts. Therefore, it is not only whether the communication is 

positive or negative but also the context that is important leading the authors to state “social 

context matters in CMC.” (p. 847). 

In all the emoticon research reviewed, there is the underlying theme that emoticons are 

primarily used in conjunction with text and typically are used to inform the recipient of the 

intentions of the sender. Emoticons do not seem to be used on their own; rather, they are coupled 

with text qualification or even as a form of punctuation (Dresner & Herring, 2010). Animated 
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GIFs, on the other hand, are often used as a standalone response to a message, sometimes 

without any clarifying text (Eppink, 2014). Moreover, animated GIFs are often high-resolution 

reproductions of actors performing facial expressions and actions from movies or TV shows, 

leading Jiang et al. (2017) to posit that “animated GIFs may be a more nuanced form of 

nonverbal communication than emoticons and emoji” (p. 1726). It is therefore reasonable to 

assume that the nonverbal behaviors of human beings actively portrayed in animated GIFs are an 

integral part of why and how they are used.  

Nonverbal Aspects of Communication 

People convey meaning in many ways in nonverbal communication. One major way is 

through the expression of emotions in the face. Smiling, frowning, or baring one’s teeth in a 

snarl all convey information as to the emotional state of a person. Paul Ekman (1992) believed 

there is a set of basic emotions—families of expressions that have been affected by human 

evolution—that have specific facial cues that can be identified, categorized, and interpreted 

easily by others. Much like Ekman, Izard (1990) approached the idea of basic emotions from an 

evolutionary viewpoint and purported that there are several basic emotions that are universal to 

humans (e.g., happiness, sadness, contempt, anger).  

Alternatively, Barrett (2006) believed the terms commonly deemed emotions (e.g., 

happy, sad, angry) have no biological basis, are likely creations of the person perceiving the 

emotions, and are likely nothing more than placeholders or categories on a continuum she called 

valence. Valence is seen as a continuum where all human emotions simply range from 

unpleasant to pleasant. Barrett and other researchers also identified another continuum at work in 

human emotion: the arousal continuum, which indicates the presence or intensity of an emotion 

(Alvarado, 1997; Barrett, 2006; Feldman, 1995; Kensinger & Schacter, 2006).  
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Regardless of whether human emotional expression is a universal, evolutionary 

byproduct or is experienced on a continuum, individuals using animated GIFs as communicative 

devices are using them to convey emotional content within a typically text-only medium (e.g., 

text messages or discussion boards). By selecting GIFs that represent an emotion (e.g., happy, 

sad, angry), individuals can interject emotional content into their initial posts or responses with 

GIFs serving as the delivery mechanism for that meaning. Emoticons have been viewed this way 

by many CMC scholars (see Krohn, 2004; Rezabek & Cochenour, 1998; Walther & D’Addario, 

2001); therefore, animated GIFs deserve the same attention. Furthermore, it is possible that GIF 

users are conveying more complex emotions than just happy or sad, as seen in emoticons, 

because GIFs lend themselves to lengthier demonstrations of experiences of emotion and may 

therefore allow for more nuanced communication. 

The context of a conversation and, therefore, the context in which an animated GIF is 

used may influence the interpretation of the GIF. There has been some study about the effects of 

context, including on the emotional attribution of facial expression. Levaco (1974) detailed the 

life and accomplishments of Lev Kuleshov, a Russian filmmaker in the early 1920s who ran a 

series of informal experiments to see if facial expressions would be perceived differently 

depending on the type of stimulus with which they might be paired. Kuleshov paired neutral 

facial images of actors with other images that could be considered positive, negative, or neutral. 

What he discovered was that the same neutral image was perceived as more positive or negative 

depending on the image that preceded it. For example, viewers who rated the neutral facial 

expression after seeing a positive picture (e.g., a smiling baby) rated the neutral face as more 

positive, whereas viewers who rated the neutral face after a negative picture (e.g., a coffin) 

viewed the neutral face as more negative. In film, this has been dubbed the Kuleshov effect and 
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was foundational to research psychologists later conducted to determine the nature of a 

contextual effect on emotional attribution of facial expressions. 

The Kuleshov effect was specifically studied by Mobbs, Weiskopf, Lau, Featherstone, 

Dolan, and Frith (2006) using facial expression images paired with emotionally laden film clips 

while subjects were scanned using fMRI. The authors substantiated the Kuleshov effect and 

demonstrated that peoples’ perception of facial expression and their subsequent emotional 

attribution is affected by contextual framing. Furthermore, Marian and Shimamura (2012) 

investigated the effects of context in emotional attribution as well using a well-known work of 

art depicting two identically represented figures (i.e., same facial expression and same body 

movements) presented one behind the other and of differing sizes. Using image manipulation 

techniques, they presented a variety of derivatives of the original work and found that subjects 

attributed very different emotions to the various images (even though the facial expression was 

the same). The study is a good example of how a context presented in media elicits different 

emotional attribution from subjects even when the facial expression does not change. 

Animated GIFs are used in a variety of ways in conversations. Sometimes they are used 

alone as responses, sometimes they are paired with qualifying text, and sometimes they are used 

back-to-back or in a series. It is quite likely that the context of the GIF’s presentation will have 

ramifications on how it is interpreted by individuals communicating with them. In this manner, 

the interpretation of context by communication partners using animated GIFs in CMC may be an 

important part of the experience of using them. 

Nonverbal communication is not limited to the interpretation of facial expressions. There 

are also other actions that can express meaning involving more than just the face. Things like 

body language—bodily movements (e.g., head nods, arm waving, leg kicking) or even stances 
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(e.g., crossed arms, leaning back)— can all have different interpretations depending on context 

and communication parameters. Kiesler, Siegel, and McGuire (1984) recognized that the “lack of 

nonverbal involvement is a critical dimension of electronic communication” (p. 1131) and 

described how things like nodding, eye contact, and distance provide methods for 

communication partners to control, manage, or change interpretation during face-to-face 

conversations. In this regard, they note that “electronic media do not efficiently communicate 

nuances of meaning and frame of mind” (p. 1126). 

Sproull and Kiesler (1986) brought up the idea of social context within CMC regarding 

the use of email in organizations. According to the authors, the “social context influences 

information exchange through perception, cognitive interpretation, and communication 

behavior” (p. 1495) and that the social context in communication is interpreted by the individual 

through the perception of static cues and dynamic cues. Sproull and Kiesler (1986) described 

static cues as physical things typically in the environment and dynamic cues as originating from 

people’s nonverbal behavior that changes throughout a conversation (e.g., nodding, smirking, 

head-shaking). When individuals pick up on these cues, they can trigger mental interpretations or 

states of emotion, which may then prompt them to change their words based on their 

interpretation of the conversational situation and the meaning they made of the perceived social 

context. In addition, although individuals may have perceptions of the social context from other 

sources, there are few dynamic cues that can be used and therefore less social context within a 

text-based communication environment (Sproull & Kiesler, 1986). 

The ability of a communication medium to transmit social context is largely dependent 

on its ability to convey the dynamic cues that provide social context information. The logic 

predicated by Sproull and Kiesler (1986) is that face-to-face communication would be the 
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communication medium that allows for the most dynamic cues and therefore would contain the 

most social context information. Other communication media would have diminished ability to 

convey dynamic cues and therefore diminished ability to convey social context depending on 

which channels the media transmits. According to the authors, telephones provide diminished 

dynamic cues compared to face-to-face communication, as telephones do not allow for the 

transmission of visual dynamic cue information such as eye contact, head movements, or facial 

expression. The telephone does include an audio channel; therefore, it does provide greater 

ability to transmit dynamic cues than, say, email, as tone of voice is considered a dynamic cue 

(Sproull & Kiesler, 1986). In effect, the authors saw communication media on a continuum of 

social context representation that is governed by the media’s ability to transmit dynamic cues. 

Furthermore, a medium’s capability to transmit communication information channels such as 

visual, audio, and text is what determines its ability to transmit dynamic cues. Therefore, due to 

the presence or absence of communication information channels in each medium, face-to-face 

communication is highest in dynamic cue transmission ability, and email is lowest in dynamic 

cue transmission ability.  

Due to a lack of dynamic cues in CMC such as email, texting, or discussion boards, the 

amount of social context that can be conveyed or felt within a text-based communication 

environment is diminished. Perhaps individuals using animated GIFs in CMC are attempting to 

insert social context into their CMC by using animated GIFs to simulate missing dynamic cues 

that would be present if the conversation were conducted face-to-face. According to Reid (1991), 

words can be ambiguous when we do not have the nonverbal information of traditional face-to-

face speech interactions as when communication is purely text-based. Therefore, inserting an 

animated GIF might be an attempt on the part of a communicator to insert the dynamic cues that 
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would normally be used in a face-to-face communication context. If used this way, the GIF 

should increase social context by increasing dynamic cues, which may then clarify meaning or 

intent or even help to create a shared context for communication partners.  

Theories of Communication 

Uses and gratifications theory. There are several theories in the communication 

literature that may be applicable to the phenomenon of individuals using animated GIFs in CMC. 

The first is the uses and gratifications theory proposed by Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch (1974). 

The terms uses and gratifications in the theory pertain to the reasons why individuals use a type 

of media and the gratifications they receive from doing so. There are many possible 

psychological motives people may have for consuming mass media, and the most basic is the 

need that people have to express themselves and connect with others (McGuire, 1974). 

According to uses and gratifications theory, consuming media may help meet that need by 

providing vicarious gratification when hearing or seeing others expressing themselves. 

Furthermore, perhaps individuals imagine themselves doing the same thing, sharing the same 

opinion or feeling, or feeling connected to the characters within. Additionally, individuals may 

share the experience of the mass media with one another, and it may provide positive 

gratification in their personal life.  

McGuire (1974) also mentioned that using mass media may provide individuals with 

labels and interpretations for ephemeral emotional states as well as an outlet for inferring the 

mental states of others based on their actions. In this manner, individuals may engage in the 

consumption of mass media to vicariously experience emotional states conveyed by the actors 

and that they do this through a process of emotional interpretation that is likely realized through 

the interpretation of vocal tone, facial expressions, and physical actions or dynamic cues. It could 
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be that individuals have a need to hone their interpretive skills, and mass media provides an easy 

manner for doing so. 

In the beginning, uses and gratifications theory focused on mass media such as television 

and radio. The underlying assumption held at the time was that individuals consciously chose the 

media they wanted to consume and did so to meet their social and psychological needs. Ruggiero 

(2000) provided a powerful argument for why uses and gratifications theory should and does 

apply to current technologies and CMC in particular and believed that the power of advancing 

technology would result in new methods of communication. Most animated GIFs on the internet 

are pulled from various pieces of mass media content. It could be that the very nature of 

animated GIFs as a piece of mass media makes them gratifying in a variety of situations for a 

variety of psychological needs. When individuals use an animated GIF, they may be expressing 

themselves, sharing a piece of mass media with another individual to connect with them, or 

practicing emotional inference or interpretation. Furthermore, it is possible individuals are using 

animated GIFs to convey emotional states as they perceive them expressed by actors’ facial 

expressions and overt actions represented. Last, as foretold by Ruggiero (2000), it seems that 

animated GIF users have created a new way to communicate. Understanding why they do it and 

how it works would provide solid support for the uses and gratification theory in CMC research.  

Media richness theory. Another potential theory in the field of communication that can 

be used to explore animated GIF use is media richness theory. Media richness theory is an 

organizational theory proposing that individuals select communication media of sufficient 

richness to meet the needs of particular communication tasks. Those tasks that are considered 

more ambiguous, such as negotiation, require more media richness than unambiguous tasks, such 

as reporting accounting numbers (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Daft, Lengel, & Trevino, 1987). 
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According to media richness theory, communication media are on a continuum of richness, with 

face-to-face seen as the richest method of communication and text-only as least rich. Richness is 

mitigated by the number of possible communication channels a particular form of media allows, 

so those that allow for words, audio, and visuals are richest and decrease in richness as channels 

are removed. Furthermore, the authors of media richness theory believe that communication 

failures can largely be blamed on a mismatch between the media (and its level of richness) and 

the communication task for which it is being used. If individuals attempt to tackle a highly 

ambiguous task (e.g., negotiation or conflict resolution) using media that are low in media 

richness (e.g., email), communication failure is likely (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Daft, Lengel, & 

Trevino, 1987).  

An important part of media richness theory is the idea that individuals consciously 

evaluate media for richness and select media that are most appropriate for given communication 

tasks (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Daft, Lengel, & Trevino, 1987). This seems to be the most common 

criticism of media richness theory, as many scholars disagree that individuals consciously choose 

the media they use to communicate based on its richness; instead, there are other factors the 

theory does not consider (Fulk, Schmitz, & Steinfeld, 1990). In the case of animated GIFs being 

used in CMC, individuals are not choosing different media based on richness, as they are using 

what Daft, Lengel, and Trevino (1987) considered non-rich media (e.g., discussion boards and 

text messaging) and are using them for communication tasks of all kinds. Animated GIFs are 

visual in nature, and by including them, individuals consciously increase the available channels 

used to create meaning and therefore increase the richness of the media they are using to 

communicate. According to media richness theory, this should lead to better fit and better 

communication as a result. 
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Social presence theory. Another communication theory in the same vein as media 

richness theory is social presence theory. Originally conceptualized by Short, Williams, and 

Christie (1976), social presence theory is the idea that individuals consciously evaluate the level 

of social presence media convey and choose the one that fits their need best. In simple terms, 

social presence is how present a communication partner is perceived to be. How much social 

presence is required for a communication task is based on “the degree of salience of the other 

person in the interaction and the consequent salience of the interpersonal relationship” (Short et 

al., 1976, p. 65). In this manner, individuals assess how interpersonal a communication task 

needs to be and consciously choose media that will provide the requisite amount. Therefore, the 

larger the number of communication channels (e.g., visual, auditory, and textual) media allow 

for, the more interpersonal they will be perceived, and, therefore, the more social presence they 

can convey. When media allow for the transmission of tone, facial expression, and dynamic cues, 

they should be perceived as high in social presence, whereas media that do not should be 

perceived as low in social presence.  

Social presence theory, like media richness theory, has received the same type of 

criticism concerning its insistence that individuals consciously choose the media they use based 

on their perception of its ability to convey social presence (see Fulk et al., 1990). In this regard, 

individuals seem to be choosing what both social presence theory and media richness theory 

consider low-functioning media (e.g., Walther, 1996) when they choose to communicate in text-

only media, and it would be naïve or even wrong to assume they are doing so because they do 

not tackle ambiguous communication tasks or desire to engage in interpersonal conversations 

with their communication partners. Research has already shown that individuals can and do 
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engage in interpersonal communication and that low-functioning media can facilitate a limited 

amount of this type of content (Rice & Love, 1987).  

In the past, media have not been as versatile as they are now. Individuals now have the 

ability to enhance their messages with more than just text in what have typically been text-only 

environments as demonstrated by individuals using animated GIFs in CMC. It could be that the 

ideas of media richness and social presence are not necessarily only aspects of the media but also 

aspects of the CMC user in the form of motivations or drives. It is possible that users of animated 

GIFs in CMC want to increase the richness of media they choose to communicate with and seem 

to have a desire to increase the amount of social presence in their chosen communication 

medium. Because of these connections, both media richness theory and social presence theory 

may be enhanced by a different viewpoint. Research into why individuals are using animated 

GIFs in CMC could provide more perspective on these two influential theories of 

communication, and the fact that no scholarly research has been published on the subject is the 

single greatest driving force of why it is important to discover the essence of using animated 

GIFs in CMC. 

Research Purpose and Question 

The purpose of this research is to determine the essence of the phenomenon of 

individuals using animated GIFs in CMC. To address this, there is one research question used for 

this study: What is the essence of the phenomenon of people using animated GIFs in computer-

mediated communication? To clarify what essence might entail, the following questions are 

provided for elaborative purposes: How do people perceive this as a form of communication? 

What are they doing and thinking about while they do it? Why do people do this? 
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Chapter 3: Methods 

Theoretical Framework 

To study the essence of animated GIF use in CMC, I must get at the lived personal 

experience of individuals engaging in the behavior. Therefore, for this inquiry, the constructivist 

perspective is the best fit. Crotty (1998) summarized the constructivist perspective as one in 

which individual people construct meaning on a purely personal level. This is juxtaposed with 

the constructionist perspective, which Crotty (1998) summarized as a belief that knowledge is 

socially constructed and ultimately influenced by the culture in which one is reared. I do not 

deny that humans are greatly influenced by their cultures and do indeed make meaning 

collaboratively with others in their cultures; nevertheless, people are individual beings and 

ultimately come up with their own personal meanings for everything. This is why individuals can 

change the religious beliefs into which they were enculturated or through self-reflection can 

come to view an issue or thing from a perspective they had not considered before.  

Because I am most interested in the personal meaning that people construct about the 

animated GIFs they use in a communicative way and their personal reasons for doing so (a 

constructivist epistemological stance), phenomenology is the most logical theoretical perspective 

to follow. Crotty (1998) summarized phenomenology as the aim to find the essence of a thing 

and specifically relates phenomenology to the constructivist stance when he stated that 

phenomenology “requires us to engage with phenomena in our world and make sense of them 

directly and immediately” (p. 79). This is exactly what I seek to do with individuals’ use of 

animated GIFs in CMC. I seek to understand why people are engaging in this behavior and to 

tease out the essence of what the behavior is and what it means to the individuals doing it so that 
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I can describe the phenomenon to better understand what it is, why it occurs, and how it could be 

harnessed in useful ways. 

Research Design 

My epistemological stance and theoretical perspective as outlined above guided the 

orientation and direction of this research; therefore, a phenomenological qualitative study is most 

appropriate for the research question chosen. According to Creswell (2013), the purpose of 

phenomenological research is to get multiple perspectives from a group of individuals to get at 

the essence of the phenomena in which they are engaging. To do this, I will need to interview 

many people who use animated GIFs in their CMC and distill the essence of the experience from 

their professed beliefs about the phenomena. To do this, I must be vigilant of my preconceived 

biases and notions. To understand the essence of the thing from the perspective of individuals, I 

will need to acknowledge and set aside my personal feelings about the thing I seek to study. 

Because I use animated GIFs in CMC, I have ideas of why people use them and how using them 

can make people feel. I will need to use a great deal of self-reflection and determination to 

identify my own thoughts and feelings about it and continually set them aside in a process called 

bracketing (Creswell, 2013). Then and only then will I be able to listen to others who engage in 

the behavior and get their unfiltered and unfettered opinion on the matter.  

According to Creswell (2013), when conducting phenomenological research, I need to 

ask grand-scale, open-ended questions to get at individual experiences of the phenomena. In this 

vein, unpacking individual personal experiences about the phenomena should allow me to 

discover why people do it, how they feel about it, what it means to them personally, when they 

do it, with whom they do it, and the thought processes they engage in while they do it. These are 

all questions I must answer to get at the essence of this intriguing phenomenon. 
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Participants 

Participants were recruited using a criterion sampling method. According to Creswell 

(2013), criterion sampling is a sampling method of finding individuals who meet a specific set of 

criteria or individuals who have the experience necessary to answer the research questions. As 

the purpose of this study was to find the essence of using animated GIFs in CMC, it was 

necessary to identify, recruit, and interview adults who engage in this phenomenon on a frequent 

basis. For the current study, 15 adults were identified and interviewed. Their detailed 

demographic information is presented in Table 1 below. 

Table 1 

Participant Information 

Alias Gender Age Race/Ethnicity Work Location 
David Male 38 Caucasian Professional Ozark, MO 
Lance Male 25 Caucasian Professional Broken Arrow, OK 
Eric Male 30 Caucasian Media Professional Ontario, Canada 
Ben Male 28 AA/Caucasian Media Professional New York, NY 
Darren Male 24 Caucasian IT Boise, ID 
Carol Female 22 Caucasian Movie Theater Norman, OK 
Amanda Female 19 Caucasian Retail Norman, OK 
Eva Female 20 Caucasian Athletics Norman, OK 
Ellie Female 21 NA Music Instructor Houston, TX 
Roxy Female 19 Caucasian Gymnastics Coach Oklahoma City, OK 
Renée Female 19 Caucasian Retail Edmond, OK 
Kent Male 21 Caucasian Student Norman, OK 
Kendra Female 20 Caucasian IT Norman, OK 
Martha Female 22 Caucasian Student Tulsa, OK 
Bertha Female 21 AA/NA /Hispanic Food Service Stillwater, OK 

Note. AA= African-American, NA= Native American, IT= Information Technology 

Data Collection 

Data were collected using a single semi-structured one-on-one, face-to-face interview 

with each participant. Interview lengths ranged from 19 to 65 minutes, and the average time was 

36 minutes. The interviews were conducted in participant homes, in a conference room at the 
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researcher’s work, and online using web-conferencing software. All interviews were audio-

recorded and then transcribed. Interviews included prepared questions, such as “Tell me about 

your use of animated GIFs” and “Describe your experiences when using GIFs in your 

conversations,” that were designed to answer the guiding research question. Spontaneous 

probing questions were used to gather further data from comments made by participants during 

the interviews. See Appendix A for the full interview protocol. 

Data Analysis 

The analytic approach used for this study was a slightly truncated version of 

phenomenological analysis method as proposed and explained by Hycner (1985). Hycner’s 

method is a 15-step process that begins with transcription. Once transcribed but before analysis 

began, I wrote down all my thoughts and feelings concerning the phenomenon being studied in 

order to understand and set aside any bias or pre-conceived notions, a process labeled bracketing. 

Once completed, I then listened to the recording of the interview to get a sense of the whole 

experience for each participant.  

Once the audio was reviewed several times, the transcript was analyzed line by line, and 

any unit of meaning was extracted. According to Hycner (1985), “this is a process of getting at 

the essence of the meaning expressed in a word, phrase, sentence, paragraph or significant 

nonverbal communication” (p. 282). Moustakas (1994) referred to units of meaning as 

horizonalizations and indicated that “each statement in horizonalizing holds equal value and 

contributes to an understanding of the nature and meaning of [the phenomenon being studied]” 

(p. 122). When extracting units of meaning, every complete thought from the participants was 

pulled out as a whole and set aside for further analysis. In all, 1,242 units of meaning, or 

horizonalizations, were identified for all 15 participants. 
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 Once all units of meaning were extracted, I went through each one and compared the unit 

of meaning to the research question to determine if the unit pertained to the research question. 

Units that pertained to the research question were kept, and units that did not pertain thereto were 

discarded. Once this process was completed, the units were reviewed again for redundancy. 

When duplicate units were found, the unit that best expressed the essence of the unit was kept, 

and the duplicate was discarded. The units that remained are referred to by Hycner (1985) as 

units of relevant meaning, or invariant constitutes according to Moustakas (1994). After this 

process, 999 units of relevant meaning remained, and the process of clustering began. 

 After bracketing again, the units of relevant meaning were clustered based on their 

similarity of meaning. Once this process was completed, I determined themes from the various 

clusters of meaning. All the steps outlined above were completed for each interview one at a 

time to get a sense of the essence of the phenomenon for each participant. Once completed, a 

comparison between the themes for all interviews was conducted to determine the common 

themes across all participants as well as those that are unique to each participant. The final steps 

of Hycner’s (1985) process—the contextualization of themes and the composite summary—are 

the process of writing up the findings of the analysis and are evident in the findings section. 

Trustworthiness and Bracketing 

Hycner (1985) has two steps in his process that are specifically designed to increase the 

trustworthiness of a phenomenological analysis. The first is to train independent judges to verify 

the units of relevant meaning. In this regard, five of the interviews contained in the current study 

were verified by an independent judge, and the units of relevant meaning were confirmed with 

100% agreement. Although it would have been most beneficial for the same judge to have 

reviewed all the interviews, time constraints did not allow for it, but the number of interviews 
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reviewed represents 33% of the interviews conducted in the current study. The second step is to 

have the participants check the summary and themes, a process called member checking. One of 

the interviews was member checked, but none of the other interviews went through this process 

due to time constraints. Finally, to increase the trustworthiness of the current study, the process 

of bracketing was conducted faithfully and is further detailed below. 

 I am a user of animated GIFs for communicative purposes, so I have ideas and biases 

about why I engage in this behavior and what I am doing when I do it. To combat against biased 

or incorrect assumptions, I took great care to not interject, lead, or otherwise influence 

participants’ opinions or experiences of the phenomena during interviews, and I was consistent 

in my bracketing activities prior to any data analysis procedures. I would review my findings 

before each interview and would then write down all that I had found. I would then place them 

out of my mind to approach each interview with a fresh perspective as if I were doing the first 

interview on the subject each time. During the interview process, I took great care to speak only 

when necessary. I wanted to make sure that the participant was sharing their own ideas and that 

they were not unduly influenced by any statements from me. I never told them what I thought 

about an answer and never told them how or why I engage in this behavior; in fact, I never 

brought up any aspect of the process of using animated GIFs or my own personal experience 

until after the interview was concluded. I did all of this to make sure that I was getting only 

individual participants’ ideas and lived experiences. Although some of my preconceived notions 

and biases about the use of animated GIFs were indeed confirmed in the findings of the current 

study, there were an equal number of findings I had not foreseen or thought about prior to 

finishing the complete data analysis. This bracketing process provides strength to the 

trustworthiness of the current study.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 

Through the process of data analysis, one main theme emerged from the data: A picture is 

worth a thousand words. This idiomatic expression is a complex idea that reflects the intricate 

nature of the essence of using animated GIFs in CMC. To better understand and explain the 

theme, it is helpful to view it as comprising multiple moving parts that come together to form the 

essence of the phenomenon of using animated GIFs in CMC. The pieces that come together to 

form the essence of the experience can be thought of as sub-themes and are Choice, Meaning, 

Use and Gratification. To illustrate how these sub-themes coexist and work together, the 

following figure is presented: 

 

Figure 1. “A picture is worth a thousand words.” 

The use of gears in the image is purposeful and used to express that the sub-themes are 

underlying mental processes that work together and are surrounded and lubricated by a process 
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of gratification, reinforcing the experience for the user. The sub-themes are explained in greater 

detail in subsequent sections. 

Choice: Match Between Mental Representation and Context  

 According to participants, the process of choosing a GIF to send in CMC largely 

comprises two parts: (1) a mental representation or imagined response they wish to convey and 

(2) interpreting the context of the conversation (i.e., who the person is they are conversing with, 

what they are talking about, etc.). All participants expressed this idea in one manner or another, 

but Carol expressed it most concisely when she stated: 

[I choose a GIF] basically if it is the reaction that I am thinking of in my head, like how I 

would react to them personally. Like if they were face to face in front of me, that is what 

I would use, that is, and as long as the context is right, the facial similarities are right, and 

the actual words itself—if it has words—are correct, and I would use it. 

Ben also did a nice job of combining the explanation of mental representation with the need for 

contextual fit when he stated, “From there, it’s again just… deciding, like which one makes me 

laugh internally or externally the most when I imagine it as my response. So whichever one is 

funniest and most relevant, I’ll go with.” 

Some participants were less concise and ended up splitting the two components when 

talking about how they choose animated GIFs. Eva expressed the two components separately 

beginning with the idea of choosing a mental representation of what she was trying to convey as 

expressed when she said, “And then I guess I just pick one that… resembles how I’m actually 

feeling or what I think is appropriate for what I’m trying to convey.” She followed this idea later 

with the other component, the context of the conversation in which she wants to use it, when she 
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expressed, “I search for one and pick one that I think would best fit the conversation or that my 

friend might understand the most, and then I make sure it works, and I send it.” 

 Eric also separated the two components and in fact compared the mental representation 

portion of choosing an animated GIF to how he would normally respond during a face-to-face 

conversation when he stated, “I will then go and pick a GIF of someone laughing or someone 

reacting in a certain way depending on how I would kind of react in conversation with a face-to-

face conversation.” He followed that sentiment up with the contextual fit component when he 

said, “Something happened at work that day, and I found a GIF of something specific online, and 

that seemed to fit the situation that me and the co-worker both experienced.”  

 As described, the process of choosing a GIF to use in a conversation seems to be a multi-

layered process that involves identifying context and then matching a mental representation of a 

desired reaction or response to that context. This process seems to be a meaning-making process 

wherein the GIF user has a meaning they wish to convey, imagines it in their head, and then 

selects the GIF they feel expresses the meaning they wish to get across for the conversation at 

hand. This leads to the next sub-theme to be discussed: Meaning. 

Meaning: Within GIFs Context & Outside GIFs Context  

When individuals use animated GIFs as part of their CMC, they appear to go through a 

process of meaning making to make sense of the GIFs they send as well as the GIFs they may 

receive. To construct meaning from a GIF, all participants mentioned several things that they 

look for. The first factor is the face of the actor in a GIF. All participants mentioned the 

importance of the emotional expressions presented in the GIFs they use. Eva expressed the 

importance of the face when she stated:  
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I guess it… mainly if I am doing it, I look for a movie I know, or if I can just obviously 

see in their faces—“Oh, yeah, they definitely look angry”—you know, I just feel like that 

is what I’m looking for. Like eyebrows pointed down. Eyes kind of squinted. Face in a 

very angry frown. 

Furthermore, the meaning making when reading the faces presented in GIFs seems to be based 

on a learned sense of emotional attribution. Participants seem to be attributing emotion based on 

the faces portrayed by the actors in the GIFs, and they construct their interpretation based on 

their own personal understanding of how to read faces. Ben talked about it this way: 

I get that out of a GIF in the same way that I would get that out of a person, so when you 

see the emotion in a person’s face or in their actions, so too you see them in the GIF. So I 

just associate the subject’s behavior in the GIF with what I already know just from my 

personal experience either in life or just like from the subject matter. 

It is not just the facial expression of the actor in a GIF that individuals use to make 

meaning when using GIFs in CMC. Individuals who use GIFs in CMC also seem to infer 

meaning based on nonverbal cues such as the physical actions and behaviors of the actors 

portrayed in the GIFs they use. Lance expressed the importance of these cues when he explained: 

If (roommate’s name) were to respond, if he just were to say NACHOS in all caps, like 

Ok, or “Nachos” in just proper way, capital N and all that stuff, it’s like, OK, he just… he 

wants nachos. That’s awesome, but then he sends me a GIF of Chris Pratt doing some 

punches and kicks, yelling, “NACHOS!” I know he’s super-pumped about nachos. I 

really feel the sense of excitement that he is telling me about NACHOS! 

A few participants were able to succinctly pair the two aspects of facial expressions and 

nonverbal cues that allow for emotional meaning making. Bertha expressed how she makes 
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meaning when she said, “Because it is a little animated thing, so you’ll just see them, like, their 

face contorting in anger or, like, them using their hands.” Renée was similarly succinct when she 

described how she made meaning of a GIF: “I think the facial expression of the person in the 

GIF and what they’re doing.” Darren also said a lot with few words when he expressed that his 

meaning making is “based on the actions or facial expressions that happen by the end of a GIF.” 

Although facial expressions and nonverbal cues are essential for making meaning of 

GIFs, it also appears that individuals infer the meaning portrayed in a GIF by considering the 

context of the conversation. Amanda explained this connection when she stated:  

[The meaning of the GIF is determined by] the context. So if I said, like, “This class is 

killing me,” like—and then someone—maybe a response to that would be, what response 

would that be, oh, “Is it a lot of hard work?” and then you would send that [a GIF of a 

child passed out on top of a piece of luggage being pulled by an adult] like, “I’m so done 

with it”, like, “Ugh! It’s exhausting.” 

Amanda went on to further describe what she meant by context: 

[Context means] the surrounding texts, the person. GIFs are really open to interpretation 

when it’s nonspecific things, so I think the receiver kind of picks their own context. If it 

doesn’t quite fit or if it fits specifically, then I think the context is inherent—like, it 

absolutely fits with the surrounding text. It’s—it fits with [the] person who sent it; it fits 

with the receiver. 

Roxy expressed the importance of context in meaning making much like Amanda when she said: 

Like, it’s kind of like if I was texting someone—or I wasn’t texting someone; they just 

sent me a random GIF, I’d be like, “What? That’s so random,” but if it correlates to what 

we’re talking about, then it would be fitting, and the expression that maybe I was making 
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when I read the text before something or whatever they were talking about and if that’s a 

face that I would make or that I was making, and then they send the GIF that matches 

what I was doing or thinking or saying, “That is funny,” I guess, and it’s fitting. 

Context seems to have increased importance in the meaning-making process when the 

same GIF is used to mean different things. Eric was able to succinctly explain the importance of 

context in meaning making when he stated, “I’d say the context of the conversation dictates 

what’s the difference of the meaning, and I think the other person can pick up on the meaning by 

the context of the conversation.” Renée also indicated the importance of context when she 

shared, “There’s been times—because I’ll send some of them to my dad, and then I’ll use it in a 

different conversation with somebody else. It does have different meanings depending on the 

conversation. Yes, that’s true.” 

Meaning making seems to be an essential part of how animated GIFs are used in CMC, 

and the process that individuals use to construct the meaning surrounding the GIFs they use is 

largely personal and internal. By ascribing meaning to the actors in the GIFs themselves, 

individuals seem to feel that they are conveying this meaning to their communication partner 

during conversations using animated GIFs. Furthermore, they are inferring meaning not only 

from the facial expressions or actions in the GIF but also the context of the conversations in 

which they are taking part. This meaning-making process is also related to how and why 

individuals use animated GIFs in their CMC, which leads us to the next sub-theme, Use. 

Use: Delivering Emotion, Humor, and Self-Image  

A major reason all participants shared for using animated GIFs in CMC was a desire to 

express emotion. For some participants, this idea was addressed in a straightforward manner. 

Kent expressed the idea that animated GIFs are a tool for expressing emotion when he said, 
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“Personally, they’re easy to use tools to express emotion.” For Martha, “it’s a fun way to convey 

emotions.” Other participants went even further, indicating that the emotional expression was a 

major reason, but beyond that, the animated GIF helped them to express their emotions better 

than with just text. Kendra succinctly expressed this when she stated, “I think they help get 

meaning across better, feelings across better.” David had much more to say on the subject and 

explained his reasons for using animated GIFs to express emotion thusly: 

I think it—for me, it’s expressing an emotion that I just can’t do via text message whether 

it’s being very excited about something, very disappointed, frustrated, a strong desire to 

go do something, whatever… whatever it is. I’m looking for a way to communicate that 

beyond just a text message, and I don’t want to or don’t have the ability to or the time to 

pick up the phone and make a call. So for me… I think it stems from the inability for me 

to interact with someone in a more preferable way: face-to-face, videoconference, 

telephone call, anything else that are other than text-based… I want to express emotion, 

or I want to connect better and be able to get my emotion or my feelings across, and so 

I’m looking for a way to do that again in a very limited vehicle and the vehicle being text 

messaging. 

It is likely that a desire to express emotion is a large reason for why people are using animated 

GIFs in CMC. 

 Another reason individuals seem to be using animated GIFs is for humor. Ellie expressed 

her use of animated GIFs for humor when she said:  

And just to make people smile is the other part. Because if I can really speak to someone 

through a GIF and really make them laugh, literally LOL, then it’s totally worth the time 

to sit there and look through all of these GIFs and find the perfect one. 
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Amanda also succinctly explained her use of animated GIFs for humor when she stated “[I use 

GIFs] to be funny. To show that I’m taking part, actively, in a conversation but mostly to try to 

convey a sense of humor.” 

For a few participants, however, using animated GIFs for humor went beyond just a 

driving force of behavior and seemed to be connected to how they want to be perceived. Roxy 

explained it this way: 

They are something that I occasionally use as a way to... I use them as a way to make 

other people laugh. That’s something I really value is bringing sunshine to the people, so 

maybe it’s like my GIF that I add is something that will make them smile or make them 

laugh, so that’s probably the meaning behind it more so than anything else is just to get 

someone else’s positive reaction to whatever I send. 

Lance was also quite direct when he detailed his reason for using animated GIFs in CMC. For 

him, humor seems to be the primary reason he uses them but not just for the joke itself. It seems 

to also be tied to the gratification he receives from it. He described it this way:  

It’s mainly for humor to really strike at the fact that it’s like, “Hey, look! I can be funny!” 

Here’s this GIF that shows that I’m quick and witty. I guess that’s kind of the things that 

I grab at for that. 

In this way, humor appears to be a major reason why individuals are using animated GIFs in 

CMC and seems to be connected to participants’ meaning making and the gratifications they 

receive from it. It is likely that humor or being perceived as humorous is a pleasurable 

experience and one that seems to drive a lot of animated GIF use in CMC. More on this in the 

gratification section below. 
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 Another reason individuals seem to be using animated GIFs in CMC is to clarify the 

meaning of a message or the intention of the person sending it. Eric described how the meaning 

attributed to or perceived in a message can be clarified: 

You could say something via text, and it can come across two ways. It can come across 

that they’re kidding, or it can come across that they’re being serious. Sometimes, I feel 

GIFs, as emojis do, can help the reader understand what the sender is feeling or what 

they’re trying to portray.  

Carol elaborated on how animated GIFs can be used to clarify the meaning of a message: 

[…] I see them as like how the people would react if they were right in front of me 

instead of saying, “Oh, my gosh,” because that could be... O.M.G. could be taken in so 

many different directions. It can be surprise, it can be horror, it could be disgust, it could 

be laughter, whereas if I see an O.M.G. GIF that [...] has the person’s face or has like the 

emotion of it is showing me, I can understand absolutely what they were trying to portray 

and stuff like that, so that is a benefit of it. 

Martha seemed to describe a similar idea: 

[Animated GIFs are] a fun way to show what you’re trying to mean. So if you’re trying to 

be like Sasha Fierce and just own it, you can be like me on Wednesday walking into my 

exam. So I think it gives a picture to your description. So it’s kind of nice. 

Darren explicitly explained how animated GIFs help with clarification of message:  

I do it because I value clear and concise communication as one of the most important 

things in my life and in human existence as a means of connections, as a means of 

storytelling, and as a means of trying to achieve perfect telepathy, which I think is 

basically goal of language and communication. But sometimes, words just aren’t enough, 
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so we have facial expression. But sometimes words in facial expressions aren’t enough, 

so we have body language, and sometimes that isn’t enough, so we have sets with props 

and scenarios that are ridiculous and silly and exaggerated. 

It is likely that due to the ambiguous nature of words in a text-only environment, having a visual 

depiction of the facial expressions or actions of a person may help clarify the meaning behind the 

communication and seems to be a major driving force of using animated GIFs in CMC. 

Finally, it appears that a major reason of use for animated GIFs in CMC is motivated by a 

need to compensate for a lack of socioemotional or nonverbal information in CMC. The 

individuals interviewed mentioned that the text medium reduces cues typically used to convey 

accurate meaning. Words can be ambiguous and obscure the original intent of the sender. 

Animated GIFs, with their ability to transmit meaning made about the emotions expressed within 

them, should allow for better transferal of emotion and seems to be a very prominent reason why 

individuals use them. Amanda expressed this idea quite clearly: 

I feel more connected when using it. It’s more like a face-to-face conversation. I don’t 

want to say texting is impersonal, but occasionally it can be. I feel like GIFs kind of bring 

back the personal side to it because you can see facial expressions even if it’s not from 

the person who sent it to you. It is—even if you don’t see the person sending it, you know 

that it’s from the person sending it to you, and you can see more than just letters. You can 

see faces or actions. 

Eva gave a lengthy description of the phenomenon and even included an example of how this 

happens: 

I guess they just mean another way of just conveying how you’re feeling or something 

you’re thinking to someone else instead of just through words alone. Like if being able to 
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see a picture that may show a little more emotion about what you’re saying because if 

you say, “LOL,” someone can be thinking you’re sarcastic just by the text message, but if 

you send a picture of someone actually laughing and enjoying something, then I think 

that would help show, “Oh, they actually think it’s funny.” No, they’re not being 

sarcastically, like “Oh, yeah… that’s funny.” 

Renée also had a good description of how animated GIFs can be used to compensate for the lack 

of social cue transmission: 

Because I think with texting, which, obviously, it’s not your face in the GIF, you’re not 

the person doing whatever it is, but with texting, sometimes it’s hard to express any 

emotion because you can’t see anything. I think that GIFs are a good way to show people 

a little snippet of what you’re meaning or the emotion behind what you’re saying if that 

makes sense. 

Finally, David felt the limitations of the text-only medium and indicated it is a major reason for 

his use of animated GIFs:  

For me, I think about them as a way for me to express emotion to someone in a text 

message that I just can’t do. I can’t re-create that verbal piece. I can’t do the body 

language piece with them, so that’s really where… why I like them.  

These insights by the participants in the study paint a rich picture of the use of animated GIFs 

seemingly being a response to the limiting nature of the texting medium and their desire to 

increase their ability to get their meaning across. 

 Participants gave many reasons for using animated GIFs in CMC, and it was no different 

in terms of the feelings or emotions they feel surrounding the experience itself. There is a reason 

they are doing this, and it seems that it provides the participants with particular types of 
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gratification that likely support and/or drive their use of animated GIFs in CMC. This connection 

is examined in the final sub-theme: gratification. 

Gratification: Pleasant Emotions, Social Bond, and Self-Image  

 There seem to be several indicators that individuals are deriving gratification from using 

animated GIFs in their CMC. The first and most basic is that using animated GIFs in CMC is a 

positive experience for all participants. Kent stated simply, “[I feel] joy or—like, depends on the 

circumstances. Like, yeah, probably joy based off the what I pick for GIFs.”  Lance described it 

this way: “It’s definitely a positive emotion. Definitely. Funny. Happy. That’s definitely the two 

emotions that typically come along with GIFs in my experience.” Kendra indicated her 

enjoyment in saying, “I get kind of happy. I just think they’re really fun, you know?” Bertha was 

very matter of fact when she stated, “I feel relaxed, and, like, it’s fun, and it brings me pleasure.” 

Finally, David expressed his pleasure in using animated GIFs when he declared, “I find 

enjoyment in doing it.” In all, it seems that individuals using animated GIFs in CMC see it as an 

enjoyable experience, and it is likely that the positive experience they are having is driving their 

use of GIFs in CMC, is driven by their use of GIFs in CMC, or is a reciprocal feedback loop 

comprised of both. 

Another indicator that individuals seem to be deriving gratification from using GIFs in 

CMC is likely from a shared connection to a particular type of media or person. As GIFs are 

most often pop-culture pieces from movies or TV shows, participants seem often to want to share 

them with others who may like the same media. Eva expressed this shared connection to media: 

My friend and I have a conversation about a movie scene or something like that, and if 

we’re all of a sudden talking about that scene in the text message, I may be just funny and 
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bring in a GIF from that scene from that movie and send it to her, and we just have a 

laugh about it. 

Carol also expressed the importance of a shared interest in a particular type of media: 

If [...] I know the person likes them and will respond back with them, I will use them. 

Mostly, I will use them when it is something really shocking or if I am nerding out, you 

know, and stuff like that. I will send, like, a quote from a TV show that my friend and I 

like with a GIF, and they will fangirl with me—you know, kind of stuff like that. They 

will participate in my fun and stuff that I am having and all because of a GIF form. 

However, not only the media itself but also the connection with other individuals can provide a 

sense of gratification through a shared experience. Martha reminisced on how a shared 

connection with an old friend can lead to animated GIF use: 

That is a specific one for one friend. Basically, probably four or five weekends out of the 

summer, in middle school, we would go to her lake house. She was a competitive water 

skier. So we got to see her do the tricks, and then we got to try it with her dad driving the 

boat. Then we went to different high schools, so we’re still friends but it’s—obviously, I 

don’t see her all the time. So I guess the water skiing was a memory that I had with her 

and our friends from middle school. That would make me want to send that to her [GIF of 

squirrel water skiing] because we would do that activity. Even though we’re not the 

bestest [sic] of friends now, we’re still friends. 

This shared experience of animated GIF use can also create a sense of closeness. Ellie explained 

it this way: 

Or it’s a… a reassurance that they kind of understand me in a weird way. But it’s just 

really funny. And it shows me that they want to make me laugh and smile, and they want 
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to have a good conversation that’s witty and not just “Hi, how are you today? That’s cool, 

bye.” It shows me that they want to actually engage with me as a person and not just on a 

surface level. 

Kent explained the shared experience of gratification most succinctly when he stated, 

“It’s kind of a cultural moment, a bond with the person you’re communicating with.” The 

gratification received from sharing specific content with a person close to the participant seemed 

to be a driving force in why the experience is so positive. 

A final indicator that individuals seem to be deriving gratification from their use of 

animated GIFs in CMC is an expressed desire to portray themselves in a certain way or be 

perceived a certain way by others. Ben elaborated on this desire while also making meaning: 

I just… I love them. I love the joke they provide. Like, everyone can be its own type of 

laugh for not just myself but for whoever I’m conversing with but without necessarily 

losing my voice in this this discussion, so being able to kill two birds with one stone by 

responding to a question or making a point to some degree while still being funny, like I 

like to be.  

Lance also expressed this idea of coming across a certain way when he responded to a question 

of how using animated GIFs in CMC makes him feel: 

I typically feel cultured is one way I feel. It’s like, “Oh, look what I know; look what I 

pulled out of my hat and threw out at you right there.” And funny, so maybe a little 

resourceful. 

For Ellie, it was all about being perceived as witty or smart. This is clearly expressed when she 

stated:  
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I’ll usually feel pretty witty, like I said earlier, if I can make a GIF, like, the whole 

package. Like, it’s funny, it pertains to the situation, and this person has back knowledge 

that pertains to this GIF itself, then I’ll feel pretty good about myself. Pretty smart, pretty 

witty. 

Amanda expressed the gratification of being perceived a certain way: 

I tend to think of people who use GIFs in conversation as more clever [sic] because 

they’re like, “Oh, I’m going to use that there,” because they have something on their 

mind instead of just a normal response. And that’s something that I don’t really think 

about with emojis either. For some reason, I tend to think people who use GIFs are more 

clever than people who use emojis just because I feel like they go through more work to 

find a fitting response. 

All these various gratifications, including positive experiences using GIFs, the shared 

experience of a particular type of media with a specific person, and the desire to be portrayed or 

perceived a certain way, seem to drive and support the process of using animated GIFs in CMC. 

It is likely that these gratifications are a major part of the “worth” in the overall theme of A 

Picture Is Worth a Thousand Words. 

The Essence of Using GIFs in CMC 

 The sub-themes discovered during this study can be grouped into two different types of 

description of the essence of using animated GIFs. The first is the textural description. Both 

choice and meaning present as the textural description of the essence of animated GIF use, as 

they are the what of the experience. Both themes involve the creation of meaning through the 

context of a conversation, and the themes seem to reinforce each other. People seem to choose 

animated GIFs to use in conversations by deciding on a mental representation they wish to 
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convey and then selecting the GIF that fits into the context of the conversation as the individual 

perceives it.  To do this, of course, the individual goes through a process of meaning making, 

reading the context of the conversation and the facial expressions and social cues they imagine 

conveying and then matching both of these to a particular GIF they choose to send. In this way, 

what individuals are doing when they choose, send, and interpret GIFs is in and of itself a 

reciprocal reinforcing process. 

The second type of description is the structural description made up of the use and 

gratification sub-themes. Both of these sub-themes deal with the how and why of the experience 

of using animated GIFs in CMC. Individuals seem to be using animated GIFs not only to better 

express their emotions largely for humorous purposes but also to clarify their meaning as a form 

of compensation for the limiting nature of CMC. So how they use animated GIFs drives the 

experience of using them, and this engenders certain feelings of gratification, which is why they 

use them. For example, using animated GIFs for humor seems to provide both feelings of 

enjoyment and self-image reinforcement for many participants. Lance expressed it this way: 

It’s mainly for humor to really strike at the fact that it’s like, “Hey, look! I can be funny!  

Here’s this GIF that shows that I’m quick and witty.” I guess that’s kind of the things that 

I grab at for that. 

In the above quote, Lance indicates that he uses animated GIFs not only to add humor and levity 

to the conversations he has but also to portray himself to others as “quick and witty”. This 

reinforcement of a self-image is a large part of the gratification process and seems to be a major 

driving force for sustaining their use in CMC. For a concise view of the types of significant 

statements that resulted in the creation of all four sub-themes in the current study, please see 

Appendix B. 
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Finally, the overall finding of this study and the answer to the research question of the 

essence of using animated GIFs in CMC seems to be that it is a complex meaning-making 

process involving the selection of visual media for better expressing emotional content in a 

primarily text-based environment that provides individuals with feelings of gratification that 

likely reinforce and drive the process. In the end, the essence of using animated GIFs in CMC 

was summed up quite succinctly by Eric when he said, “Well, they say a picture is worth a 

thousand words. How much is an animated picture worth?” The answer to that question, it 

seems, is quite a lot.  

  



 

42 

Chapter 5: Discussion 

 The findings presented in the previous chapter are for a media that is just now beginning 

to be studied, and there are no theories or specifics about animated GIF use in CMC in the 

existing scholarly literature. However, there is a wealth of literature on communication and 

similar media that seems to correspond to the findings of the current study. Although the essence 

is a combined process, there are ways in which the sub-themes described can be connected to 

existing literature that is similar in nature. To provide some structure to the discussion, the sub-

themes were grouped in pairs based on the type of description they represent. 

Textural Description: Choice and Meaning 

Much of the essence of using animated GIFs in CMC, specifically the what of the 

experience, centers on the selection and attribution of meaning to visual representations of facial 

expressions and actions. There is a large body of literature on the importance of the face in 

emotional attribution as a predominant feature that human beings use to infer emotion (e.g., 

Ekman, Freisen, & Ancoli, 1980; Izard, 1990). Furthermore, according to one of the preeminent 

scholars in the field of facial expression and emotional attribution, there are basic recognizable 

emotions (anger, fear, enjoyment, sadness, and disgust), and they are most commonly expressed 

through the look of the face (Ekman, 1992). It seems that individuals using GIFs in CMC are 

inferring the emotion represented by the facial expressions of the actors in the GIFs themselves 

and are using those facial expressions to both infer and express the same emotion as if they were 

the actor in the GIF when they send and receive GIFs in CMC. 

This type of meaning making has grounding in the communication literature as well, and 

the nonverbal behaviors and actions portrayed by people when communicating are often called 

dynamic cues. According to Sproull and Kiesler (1986), dynamic cues are used during a 
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conversation to transmit meaning and portray the social context of the conversation above and 

beyond what is being said in the words themselves. Furthermore, according to McGuire (1974), 

we make inferences of other’s internal states based on overt actions or behaviors. Another way 

this has been described in the literature is as contextual factors. Contextual factors of individuals 

such as clothes, location, bearing, and self-expression are important in meaning making in 

interpersonal interactions (Ekman, Friesen, O’Sullivan, & Scherer, 1980; Mehrabian, 1972). It is 

likely that individuals who use animated GIFs in their CMC are making meaning based on these 

contextual factors or dynamic cues they see in the GIFs they choose and are using these cues to 

express the meaning they are trying to get across to their communication partners. 

Structural Description: Gratification and Use 

The use and gratification sub-themes represent the how and why of the experience of 

using animated GIFs in CMC. In this way, they are intricately related and, in many ways, 

represent a feedback loop wherein use begets feelings of satisfaction or enjoyment, which then 

reinforces use, and so on. By using animated GIFs to communicate with others about shared 

interests in media, individuals seem to be tapping into the uses and gratifications theory, first 

presented by Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch (1974). According to the uses and gratifications 

theory, individuals use media to connect to others. McGuire (1974) went further to indicate that 

there is gratification in the shared interest in a particular type of media, such as a television show 

or a movie. It is likely that part of the reason that individuals use animated GIFs is that they want 

to share their enjoyment of a particular kind of media, and animated GIFs provide an easy 

method for doing so. 

By using animated GIFs in their CMC, individuals seem to find enjoyment in expressing 

themselves and are looking for a way to get more of themselves and their personality to come 
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across in their text conversations. McGuire (1974) indicates that people get gratification by 

expressing themselves, and one such way these individuals express themselves seems to be 

through their use of animated GIFs. Furthermore, when discussing the use of CMC systems, Rice 

and Love (1987) stated that “CMC systems can support socioemotional communication and the 

communication reflects the inherent communication traits of the users” (p. 102). Individuals 

using animated GIFs seem to be gaining enjoyment by expressing themselves using GIFs in 

CMC, and it is probable that part of that enjoyment stems from their perception that they are 

better able to express their own personal communication traits by using animated GIFs and 

thereby enhance their perceived self-image through GIF use. 

The absence of nonverbal communication aspects is a major issue in CMC in large part 

because CMC does not convey “nuances of meaning and frame of mind” (Kiesler et al., 1984, p. 

1126). Furthermore, words can be ambiguous when we do not have the nonverbal information of 

traditional face-to-face speech interactions, such as when communication is purely text-based 

(Reid, 1991). Sproull and Kiesler (1996) echoed this, indicating that text-based CMC reduces 

dynamic cues such as smiling while nodding indicating agreement or baring of teeth and waving 

arms indicating anger. Although there is no research specifically concerning GIFs to indicate that 

they are being used as a form of compensation, there is mention of emoticons being used this 

way. In researching CMC, MacKinnon (1995) found that emoticons were a method of 

compensating for the lack of social cues in written communication. It seems quite likely that a 

major reason that individuals are using animated GIFs in their CMC is to compensate for the lack 

of social or dynamic cues to better express their emotions. Furthermore, animated GIFs likely do 

a better job at this than emoticons or emoji, as GIFs are predominantly visual representations of 
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actual human faces and behaviors as opposed to textual or pictorial representations of human 

expression.  

Limitations 

The single greatest limitation to this study is the homogeneity of the sample. Although 

the sample is relatively balanced with 40% males and 60% females, the original intention of 

getting half of the participants from the undergraduate research pool at the researcher’s 

university and the other half from online forums such as Reddit.com was not fulfilled. 

Individuals on Reddit were difficult to recruit, with many people simply not responding and still 

others who agreed to do the interview not returning future communication attempts to set up the 

interview. The other notable limitation included was the one mentioned in the Methods section, a 

lack of time for getting participant feedback on relevant statements. Although some may view 

the number of interviews as a limitation, saturation of the overarching theme as well as 

individual sub-themes was achieved by the fifth interview. Subsequent interviews provided 

further evidence of the same type, and the total is within the range recommended by Creswell 

(2013) for phenomenological inquiry. 

Last, the findings of the current study were limited in scope to only the positive aspects 

of the GIF experience with no clear consensus of what constitutes, causes, or has an effect on 

negative experiences with GIFs. It would be a major oversight not to consider the potential 

negative aspects of communicating this way, especially when encouraging their use in online 

learning contexts. The current study provided solid evidence that animated GIFs can be used to 

benefit communication, but the limitations or what instructors should be wary of with this new 

type of communication technology are currently unknown. 

Implications for Education 
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 Humor. A major reason provided by participants in the current research study for their 

use of animated GIFs in CMC was expressing humor. Beyond simply being an enjoyable human 

experience, humor has been shown to be useful in many ways, especially when it comes to 

education. Wandersee (1982) posited that it is generally accepted that humor can be used 

intentionally to increase learning in the classroom, and Check (1997) remarked that “there is a 

strong indication that there is a high positive correlation between effective instruction and the 

amount of humor that is used in the classroom” (p. 165).  

Even more in depth was a narrative-analysis by Banas, Dunbar, Rodriguez, and Liu 

(2011), wherein researchers reviewed 40 years of literature concerning humor in instruction and 

distilled several recommendations for instructors. They found that “positive, non-aggressive 

humor has been associated with a more interesting and relaxed learning environment, higher 

instructor evaluations, greater perceived motivation to learn and enjoyment of the course” (p. 

137) and that there is solid evidence that humor when used properly can increase recall and assist 

learning. Perhaps most interesting and pertinent to the current research study was the call to other 

researchers in the future directions section of the review wherein Banas et al. (2011) called for 

research into the link between technology and humor and stated specifically that “future research 

is needed to examine the interaction of humor and technology on instructional outcomes” (p. 

138).  

As a major finding of the current study is that individuals seem to use animated GIFs to 

interject humor into CMC, it follows that they would serve as a perfect vehicle for answering the 

call for future research put forth by Banas et al. (2011). If used appropriately in accordance with 

recommendations, then animated GIFs could be a powerful tool for increasing humor in an 

educational context. With the increased use of CMC in online courses, animated GIFs seem ripe 
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for scholarly inquiry regarding their use as devices for injecting humor. Humor is not the only 

area of educational research where animated GIFs seem to be poised to make an impact, 

however.  

The findings of the current study are that individuals using animated GIFs seem to be 

using them as a method to enhance the emotional impact of their messages with conversation 

partners and, they select and send GIFs that display the visual nonverbal behavior they would 

want to convey if they were having a traditional face-to-face conversation. In this manner, it 

could be argued that individuals using animated GIFs are increasing the amount of richness or 

social presence being conveyed by using new communication technology to send the nonverbal 

communicative aspects traditionally missing from text-only CMC. There is one particular realm, 

in which individuals are constantly searching for ways to enhance the communication taking 

place, in which predominantly text-based CMC has become increasingly common. Online 

education is one such place where finding ways to enhance CMC would be of particular value, 

and there is one phenomenon in the field that seems to fit quite readily with findings of the 

current study: teacher presence. 

Teacher presence. Much of the communication in online courses is predominantly text-

based, facilitated using discussion boards, email, chat programs, and feedback fields inside 

learning management systems. As mentioned previously, much of the early scholarship 

concerning the effects of text-only communication was conducted by scholars in the field of 

communication. Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) were some of the first to explore the effects 

of text-only communication and came up with the social presence theory. Taking the concept of 

social presence and pointing its lens at education, Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (1999) 

developed the community of inquiry model for learning in the online environment. The 
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community of inquiry model is made up of social presence, cognitive presence and teaching 

presence, all of which are necessary for creating a quality online educational experience 

(Garrison et al., 1999).  

Cognitive presence is explained as the more academic aspects of the model, whereas 

social presence deals with emotional expression and group cohesion. Teaching presence deals 

with things like management of instruction, helping students to build comprehension and directly 

instructing students (Garrison et al., 1999). In a follow-up article, Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, 

and Archer (2001) defined teaching presence “as the design, facilitation, and direction of 

cognitive and social processes for the purpose of realizing personally meaningful and 

educationally worthwhile learning outcomes” (p. 5). Furthermore, they described online teaching 

as incredibly complex, that the tool itself (e.g., discussion board, chat program) can do nothing 

without an engaged instructor, and that much of the challenge “is to develop compensatory 

behaviors for the relative lack of nonverbal and paralinguistic communication in a text-based 

medium” (Anderson et al., 2001, p. 14). 

Teaching presence was quickly picked up by other scholars who began to explore the 

concept. Aragon (2003) suggested prescriptions for increasing teaching presence using 

discussion boards. The discussion board takes the place of typical verbal interaction between 

teacher and students in the face-to-face classroom; therefore, it is an important place for an 

instructor to be present. A few of the prescriptions given were to use humor, use emoticons, 

provide feedback, strike up a conversation, be prompt, and share personal stories (Aragon, 2003). 

According to Mandernach, Gonzales, and Garrett (2006), the keys to increasing instructor 

presence are to take an active role in the facilitation of discourse and to maximize instructor 

visibility. On the measurement front, Shea, Fredericksen, Pickett, and Pelz (2003) began working 
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on a method for measuring teaching presence. They piloted their first version of a Teaching 

Presence Scale (TPS) including items for measuring three components from the perspective of 

both instructors and students: instructional design and organization, facilitating discourse, and 

direct instruction (Shea et al., 2003).  

In a follow-up validation study, Shea, Li, and Pickett (2006) collected data from a much 

larger sample, and the TPS validation resulted in only two components: (1) the instructional 

design and organizational component and (2) the directed facilitation component, which was a 

combination of the direct instruction and facilitating discourse components found previously. 

Arbaugh and Hwang (2006) attempted to validate the original pilot scale (Shea et al., 2003) and, 

using factor analysis, seemed to find evidence for the original three components of the TPS. 

However, an examination of the methodology showed that statistical analyses were run with 

questions assigned to incorrect components, thereby casting doubt on the validity of the analysis. 

For example, in the correlation matrix, Arbaugh and Hwang (2006) grouped a facilitating 

discourse question with the instructional design and organization questions when running 

correlations. 

In a follow-up verification study, Arbaugh (2007) ran further analysis finding support for 

the two-component structure of the TPS as presented by Shea et al. (2006). Furthermore, it was 

found that it might be more appropriate to call the phenomenon teacher presence rather than 

teaching presence, indicating it is more about the student perception of the person teaching than 

student perception of the teaching itself (Arbaugh, 2007). Other scholars have adopted this 

stance, and a good definition for the concept of teacher presence is well articulated as “the virtual 

‘visibility’ of the instructor as perceived by the learner” (Baker, 2010, p. 5).  
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With a pedigree built from some of the earliest work in CMC, further theoretical 

development by scholars in education, and validated measures with evidence for distinct 

components, teacher presence appears to be a verifiable educational construct and is “an 

emerging research area for the field of online learning” (Baker, 2010, p. 5). Not only does 

teacher presence exist, but it also appears to have powerful effects on student experiences in 

online courses. Teacher presence can have a positive effect on the learning, thinking, and 

educational motivation of students (Baker, 2010), and instructor presence is significantly 

impactful on perceived student learning and student satisfaction in online courses (Gray & 

DiLoreto, 2016). Furthermore, in online courses, it is important for an instructor to post 

frequently, invite student questions via multiple channels, respond quickly to student feedback, 

and demonstrate caring to students as it can increase student performance (Jaggars & Xu, 2016). 

With the promise of increased student performance, learning and motivation, scholars are 

actively trying to increase teacher presence in a variety of ways. As teacher presence is grounded 

in the idea of social presence theory, many researchers are attempting to increase the 

communicative channels in their online courses to increase their teacher presence in online 

environments. One method for doing so is the inclusion of audio in online courses in the form of 

instructor recordings in discussion boards and feedback events (Dringus, Snyder, & Terrell, 

2010; Ice, Curtis, Phillips, & Wells, 2007). Although the study by Dringus and colleagues (2010) 

was just a pilot with a very small sample size, students indicated that the inclusion of audio in the 

discussion boards was a welcome addition. In a similar study by Ice et al. (2007), it was found 

that audio feedback instead of text-only feedback was perceived to be more effective for 

conveying nuance, was associated with feelings of more involvement and better interactions, was 

associated with better retention of information and that the instructor was perceived as caring 
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more about the student. Furthermore, audio comments increased the rate at which students 

applied the content in class projects by 300% and significantly increased the level at which 

students applied the content. In the end, it was found that audio made the class more real for 

students as it decreased social distance (Ice et al., 2007). 

Another method of increasing the communicative channels in online courses is using 

asynchronous video to increase teacher presence. Borup, West, and Graham (2012) found that 

the inclusion of asynchronous video in online courses had a substantial impact on how visible 

and present students perceived their instructor to be. The reasons that students gave for why the 

video increased teacher presence were that students felt that the instructor’s emotional expression 

and humor were transmitted and therefore felt more real (Borup et al., 2012). In addition, 

Risquez and Sanchez-Garcia (2012) noted the importance of increasing teacher presence through 

the inclusion of images, emotional expression, and humor. 

By increasing the communication channels used, instructors can make themselves more 

visible to students in their online courses and therefore increase their perceived teacher presence. 

As learning management systems get more technologically advanced, more methods for 

communicating with students will be created, but instructors will have to adapt as well. Indeed, 

as CMC continues to change and evolve with the development of new ways to 

communicate […] practitioners will continue to find new ways to adapt how they 

communicate in order to project themselves as being “real” and to connect emotionally 

and socially with others (Lowenthal, 2009, p. 133).  

This statement is at the heart of teacher presence concerns in online environments, and as 

demonstrated in the current study, animated GIFs seem a candidate for doing just that.  
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Of course, the when and where of GIF use in online courses is something that will require 

scholarly investigation. They could conceivably be quite useful for clarification of instructor 

messages to students in discussion boards or perhaps for softening critical individual feedback to 

students. Other ways instructors could use them might be as icebreaker images in announcements 

within a learning management system (LMS) or adding levity and humor to lectures. If chat 

functionality is available within the LMS, then GIFs could provide a powerful method for 

instructors to enhance their sense of presence when communicating with students. That being 

said, there are no clear-cut guidelines for how many GIFs are appropriate, in what situations they 

would be of most benefit, or how often they should be used. Frequency and appropriateness are 

both aspects of using animated GIFs that should be explored in future research to truly 

understand their power and limitations in online educational environments. Indeed, it is quite 

possible that too many GIFs, too frequent of usage, or even inappropriate usage could decrease 

student attention and learning or cause students to not take the course seriously.  

It is not just traditional online educational settings however, as the same sort of concerns 

remain for other types of educational efforts as well. Professional development trainings as well 

as continuing education online contexts have the same considerations with regards to digital 

communication when conducted online. As demonstrated by AMD Ryzen (2017, August 10), 

animated GIFs are already being used in the professional realm, it stands to reason they should 

be studied there as well. 

There are other aspects of education that animated GIFs may affect that should be studied 

as well apart from solely communicative functions. Whether or not animated GIFs may affect 

student motivation, whether their use causes undue cognitive load inside lessons, or when used in 

presentations, and whether or not their usefulness as methods for expressing emotion will affect 
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student learning are all educational considerations that deserve further study. The potential 

effects of animated GIFs in educational settings are almost limitless and as such deserve 

inclusion in future educational research. More work in this area should focus on how much and 

at what point animated GIFs are most beneficial and when too much animated GIF use detracts 

from educational pursuits in order to develop guidelines for best practices of animated GIF use 

for education.     

Finally, the current study found no consensus of negative experiences with animated GIF 

use, which presents a significant gap of some import, especially when considering their use as a 

method for injecting humor or social presence into online instruction. It is quite possible that 

there are negative experiences not captured in the current study, which could negatively 

influence student attention and learning. Furthermore, the type of self-image creation of 

instructors using animated GIFs has the potential to create problems in terms of professional 

expectations and communication norms in higher education. Care should be taken by instructors 

using animated GIFs in their online courses, especially when considering the potential negative 

sides of humor (Banas et al., 2011).   

Implications for Theories of Communication 

In answering the research question of what the essence of using animated GIFs in CMC 

is, it seems likely that it is done to compensate for the lack of social or dynamic cues to better 

express emotions. This has potential ramifications for two prominent theories in the 

communication literature: media richness theory and social presence theory. 

Media richness theory is a theory that individuals consciously choose a CMC medium 

that has the desired amount of richness to match with the ambiguousness of a particular 

communication task (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Daft, Lengel, & Trevino, 1987). Media richness is 
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seen as a continuum with face-to-face communication being the richest (i.e., conveys the most 

information) and text-only communication being the least rich. According to the theory, 

individuals will choose a medium that provides the necessary richness to handle a specific 

communicative task. Communication tasks lie on a continuum of ambiguity on which tasks such 

as negotiation are seen as more ambiguous, whereas face-to-face would be a more desirable 

medium than disseminating procedural steps, where email would be more appropriate (Daft & 

Lengel, 1986; Daft, Lengel, & Trevino, 1987). 

A similar theory by Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) called social presence theory 

posits that individuals consciously choose a communication medium that matches the desired 

level of social presence they feel a task requires and that the level of social presence of a medium 

is determined by the perception of the individual. Much like media richness, it is the number of 

social cues perceived to be required by users that can be transmitted through a certain medium 

that determines the amount of social presence a medium can convey. Therefore, individuals will 

choose a medium for communication they deem as having the necessary social presence to 

convey the message they want to send (Short et al., 1976). 

Since those that use animated GIFs in CMC are primarily using the text messaging 

medium, as many people do today, they are likely not consciously choosing the medium based 

on its inherent ability to convey social presence or matching the medium itself with an 

appropriate communication task. Rather, they are likely compensating for the lack of inherent 

social presence and media richness by adding it themselves. In this manner, the desire for social 

presence and media richness does not seem to drive users’ choices of communication media as 

the communication theories surmise; instead, it seems to be an internal desire of individuals. 

Individuals using animated GIFs seem to want to increase their virtual presence and, ultimately, 
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they have found ways to satisfy this desire by adding the social or dynamic cues any way they 

can, including using new communicative tools in their preferred medium. It is an important 

distinction that may have ramifications for the current theories of media richness and social 

presence and is another reason that animated GIFs should be studied in more depth.  

Future Directions for Research 

Two major areas in need of future research are whether animated GIFs can be used in 

CMC contexts to increase instructional humor and whether the use of animated GIFs in online 

classrooms will indeed affect perceptions of teacher presence. These two ideas are highly related, 

and studies should be conducted to determine if those instructors that use animated GIFs in their 

communication with students are perceived as being more present and more humorous than those 

instructors who do not. Based on the findings of the current study, animated GIFs seem well 

suited for not only increasing the perception of teacher presence, as they seem to be able to 

convey more social cues and thereby increase the quality of the communication occurring in 

CMC environments, but also injecting humor into online classrooms. Rigorous experiments with 

control groups and treatment groups could provide needed quantitative evidence of the value of 

animated GIFs in increasing perceived teacher presence and humor. 

Care must be taken, of course, as inappropriate usage could create problems in online 

courses where none currently exist. Depending on the appropriateness of GIFs, their impact in 

the online environment, while potentially positive, could just as easily cause issue. Therefore, 

just as the potential benefits of using animated GIFs should be studied, so too should research 

into the negative aspects of GIF use be conducted. Furthermore, the findings relating to the self-

image seem ripe for further investigation. Instructors using animated GIFs in online courses may 
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have a vested interest in being perceived a certain way by their students, and both the positive 

and negative aspects of this phenomenon should be explored. 

Another direction of potential future research stems from a reason of use provided by two 

individuals in the study that needs to be discussed. For two participants, a reason of use not 

mentioned by any other participants was that the animated GIF itself seemed to act as a buffer 

between the participant and the receiver of the message. Ben explained this idea thusly: 

One of the benefits is largely that if I use a GIF maybe to capture my response to 

something, I’m not putting as much of myself out there. […] There’s less risk involved 

that way if I am not the… if, like, I’m not sharing my actual, like, thought to word 

feelings on things but instead using these GIFs, and they don’t go over well, well, then, it 

was the GIF that didn’t go over well. It wasn’t my thought or feeling that didn’t go over 

well. 

Martha’s description of this was slightly different but nonetheless clear: 

[I use GIFs when…] if there’s an awkward pause in the conversation, and then 

sometimes if I don’t want to respond to a question, like a group text, I’ll just send a GIF 

and hope that I won’t have to respond for another little bit if it’s a question I don’t want 

to answer. 

She clarified further by saying: 

Yes. I’ve definitely done that [used a GIF to discourage further discourse]. I’m horrible 

with confrontation, so when a confrontational question is asked in a group text, I’m more 

likely to send a GIF rather than my exact response just because I think there’s better ways 

to handle that than in a group text, and that has happened a few times. 
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For Ben, it is very likely that he had this reason whereas the other individuals did not because he 

was the only individual to discuss his use of animated GIFs with strangers on Facebook and 

message boards. When using them with strangers, he seems more likely to have this as a reason 

of use than if he is using them with friends, where his intention is for the message to come from 

and be attributed to him. Martha, on the other hand, does this with friends, family members, and 

the like, so the phenomenon does not seem to happen only when individuals are communicating 

with strangers. This idea of creating distance between self and message is present in the literature 

where CMC interactions “redirect attention away from others and toward the message itself” 

(Kiesler et al., 1984, p. 1126). In future research, in which participants describe more diverse 

communication media, this reason of use may be more widespread than in the current sample. 

A final area of research that should be conducted is for the exploration of GIF cultures 

that have popped up on the internet. On the Reddit.com website, there is one subreddit that has 

formed a culture in and of itself. The HighQualityGIFs subreddit 

(http://reddit.com/r/highqualitygifs) is home to a fully functioning GIF tournament wherein only 

GIFs created, edited, and transformed by the participant may be submitted. The community 

seems to have a rich culture wherein individual users are called out by name and regular 

conversations between high-profile users lead to a wealth of incredibly self-referential and quite 

stunning pieces of GIF art that are voted on by the community. An ethnographic study of this 

culture would provide many insights into the building and maintaining of digital cultures and is 

therefore worthy of study.  

  

http://reddit.com/r/highqualitygifs


 

58 

References 

Alvarado, N. (1997). Arousal and valence in the direct scaling of emotional response to film 

clips. Motivation and Emotion, 21(4), 323–348. 

https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1024484306654 

AMD Ryzen. (2017, August 10). Replying to @NVIDIAGeForce @AMD [Animated GIF of 

two men giving each other a high-five] [Tweet]. Retrieved from 

https://twitter.com/AMDRyzen/status/895751260695035908 

Anderson, T., Rourke, L., Garrison, R., & Archer, W. (2001). Assessing teaching presence in a 

computer conferencing context. Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks, 5(2), 1–17. 

Retrieved from https://auspace.athabascau.ca/handle/2149/725 

Aragon, S. R. (2003). Creating social presence in online environments. New Directions for Adult 

& Continuing Education, 2003(100), 57–68. https://doi.org/10.1002/ace.119 

Arbaugh, J. B. (2007). An empirical verification of the community of inquiry framework. 

Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks, 11(1), 73–85. Retrieved from 

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ842689 

Arbaugh, J. B., & Hwang, A. (2006). Does “teaching presence” exist in online MBA courses? 

The Internet and Higher Education, 9(1), 9–21. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2005.12.001 

Baker, C. (2010). The impact of instructor immediacy and presence for online student affective 

learning, cognition, and motivation. Journal of Educators Online, 7(1), 1–30. Retrieved 

from https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ904072 

Bakhshi, S., Shamma, D. A., Kennedy, L., Song, Y., de Juan, P. & Kaye, J. (2016). Fast, cheap, 

and good: Why animated GIFs engage us. Proceedings of the 2016 CHI Conference on 



 

59 

Human Factors in Computing Systems, 575–586. 

https://doi.org/10.1145/2858036.2858532 

Banas, J. A., Dunbar, N., Rodriguez, D., & Liu, S.-J. (2011). A review of humor in educational 

settings: Four decades of research. Communication Education, 60(1), 115–144. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03634523.2010.496867 

Barrett, L. F. (2006). Valence is a basic building block of emotional life. Proceedings of the 

2005 Meeting of the Association of Research in Personality, 40(1), 35–55. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2005.08.006 

Borup, J., West, R. E., & Graham, C. R. (2012). Improving online social presence through 

asynchronous video. Emotions in Online Learning Environments, 15(3), 195–203. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2011.11.001 

Carels, E. (2015). Short notice. Empedocles: European Journal for the Philosophy of 

Communication, 5(1–2), 31–38. https://doi.org/10.1386/ejpc.5.1-2.31_1 

Check, J. F. (1997). Humor in education. The Physical Educator, 54(3), 165. Retrieved from 

https://js.sagamorepub.com/pe/article/view/2316 

Chen, W. & Picard, R. W. (2016). Predicting perceived emotions in animated GIFs with 3D 

convolutional neural networks. 2016 IEEE International Symposium on Multimedia 

(ISM), 367–368. https://doi.org/10.1109/ISM.2016.0081 

Chen, W., Rudovic, O. O., & Picard, R. W. (2017). GIFGIF+: Collecting emotional animated 

GIFs with clustered multi-task learning. In 2017 Seventh International Conference on 

Affective Computing and Intelligent Interaction (ACII) (pp. 410–417). 

https://doi.org/10.1109/ACII.2017.8273647 



 

60 

Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among five approaches 

(3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Crotty, M. (1998). The foundations of social research meaning and perspective in the research 

process. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Daft, R. L., & Lengel, R. H. (1986). Organizational information requirements, media richness 

and structural design. Management Science, 32(5), 554–571. 

https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.32.5.554 

Daft, R. L., Lengel, R. H., & Trevino, L. K. (1987). Message equivocality, media selection, and 

manager performance: Implications for information systems. MIS Quarterly, 11(3), 355–

366. https://doi.org/10.2307/248682 

Derks, D., Bos, A. E. R., & von Grumbkow, J. (2007). Emoticons and social interaction on the 

internet: The importance of social context. Computers in Human Behavior, 23(1), 842–

849. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2004.11.013 

Derks, D., Bos, A. E. R., & von Grumbkow, J. (2008). Emoticons in computer-mediated 

communication: Social motives and social context. Cyber Psychology & Behavior, 11(1), 

99–101. https://doi.org/10.1089/cpb.2007.9926 

Dresner, E., & Herring, S. C. (2010). Functions of the nonverbal in CMC: Emoticons and 

illocutionary force. Communication Theory, 20(3), 249–268. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2010.01362.x 

Dringus, L. P., Snyder, M. M., & Terrell, S. R. (2010). Facilitating discourse and enhancing 

teaching presence: Using mini audio presentations in online forums. Special Issue on the 

Community of Inquiry Framework: Ten Years Later, 13(1–2), 75–77. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2009.11.001 



 

61 

Ekman, P. (1992). An argument for basic emotions. Cognition and Emotion, 6(3–4), 169–200. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02699939208411068 

Ekman, P., Freisen, W. V., & Ancoli, S. (1980). Facial signs of emotional experience. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 39(6), 1125–1134. 

Ekman, P., Friesen, W. V., O’Sullivan, M., & Scherer, K. (1980). Relative importance of face, 

body, and speech in judgments of personality and affect. Journal of Personality and 

Social Psychology, 38(2), 270–277. http://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.38.2.270 

Eppink, J. (2014). A brief history of the GIF (so far). Journal of Visual Culture, 13(3), 298–306. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1470412914553365 

Feldman, L. A. (1995). Valence focus and arousal focus: Individual differences in the structure 

of affective experience. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 69(1), 153–166. 

Fulk, J., Schmitz, J. A., & Steinfeld, C. W. (1990). A social influence model of technology use. 

In J. Fulk & C. W. Steinfeld (Eds.), Organizations and communication technology (pp. 

117–140). Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Garrison, D. R., Anderson, T., & Archer, W. (1999). Critical inquiry in a text-based 

environment: Computer conferencing in higher education. The Internet and Higher 

Education, 2(2–3), 87–105. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1096-7516(00)00016-6 

Gray, J. A., & DiLoreto, M. (2016). The effects of student engagement, student satisfaction, and 

perceived learning in online learning environments. International Journal of Educational 

Leadership Preparation, 11(1), 1–20. Retrieved from https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1103654 

Gürsimsek, Ö. A. (2016). Animated GIFs as vernacular graphic design: Producing Tumblr blogs. 

Visual Communication, 15(3), 329-349. https://doi.org/10.1177/1470357216645481 



 

62 

Hycner, R. H. (1985). Some guidelines for the phenomenological analysis of interview data. 

Human Studies, 8, 279-303. 

Ice, P., Curtis, R., Phillips, P., & Wells, J. (2007). Using asynchronous audio feedback to 

enhance teaching presence and students’ sense of community. Journal of Asynchronous 

Learning Networks, 11(2), 3–25. Retrieved from https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ842694 

Izard, C. E. (1990). Facial expressions and the regulation of emotions. Journal of Personality 

and Social Psychology, 58(3), 487–498. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.58.3.487 

Jaggars, S. S., & Xu, D. (2016). How do online course design features influence student 

performance? Computers & Education, 95, 270–284. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2016.01.014 

Jiang, J. A., Brubaker, J. R., & Fiesler, C. (2017). Understanding diverse interpretations of 

animated GIFs. Proceedings of the 2017 CHI Conference Extended Abstracts on Human 

Factors in Computing Systems, 1726–1732. https://doi.org/10.1145/3027063.3053139 

Jou, B., Bhattacharya, S., & Chang, S. (2014). Predicting viewer perceived emotions in animated 

GIFs. Proceedings of the ACM International Conference on Multimedia, 213–216. 

https://doi.org/10.1145/2647868.2656408 

Katz, E., Blumler, J. G., & Gurevitch, M. (1974). Utilization of mass communication by the 

individual. In J. G. Blumler & E. Katz (Eds.), The uses of mass communications: Current 

perspectives on gratifications research. (Vol. III, pp. 19–32). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 

Kensinger, E., & Schacter, D. (2006). Processing emotional pictures and words: Effects of 

valence and arousal. Cognitive, Affective, & Behavioral Neuroscience, 6(2), 110–126. 

https://doi.org/10.3758/CABN.6.2.110 



 

63 

Kiesler, S., Siegel, J., & McGuire, T. W. (1984). Social psychological aspects of computer-

mediated communication. American Psychologist, 39(10), 1123–1134. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.39.10.1123 

Krohn, F. B. (2004). A generational approach to using emoticons as nonverbal communication. 

Journal of Technical Writing and Communication, 34(4), 321–328. 

https://doi.org/10.2190%2F9EQH-DE81-CWG1-QLL9 

Levaco, R. (1974). Kuleshov on film: Writings by Lev Kuleshov. Berkeley, CA: University of 

California Press. 

Lowenthal, P. (2009). Social presence. In P. Rogers, G. Berg, J. Boettcher, C. Howard, L. 

Justice, & K. Schenk (Eds.), Encyclopedia of distance and online learning (2nd ed., pp. 

1900–1906). Hershey, PA.: IGI Global. Retrieved from 

http://www.patricklowenthal.com/publications/socialpresence%20reprint.pdf 

MacKinnon, R. C. (1995). Searching for the leviathan in Usenet. In S. G. Jones (Ed.), 

Cybersociety: Computer-mediated communication and community (pp. 112–137). 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Mandernach, B. J., Gonzales, R. M., & Garrett, A. L. (2006). An examination of online 

instructor presence via threaded discussion presentation. MERLOT Journal of Online 

Learning and Teaching, 2(4), 248–260. Retrieved from 

http://jolt.merlot.org/vol2no4/mandernach.pdf 

Marian, D. E., & Shimamura, A. P. (2012). Emotions in context: Pictorial influences on affective 

attributions. Emotion, 12(2), 371–375. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025517 



 

64 

McGuire, W. J. (1974). Psychological motives and communication gratification. In J. G. Blumler 

& E. Katz (Eds.), The uses of mass communications: Current perspectives on 

gratifications research (Vol. III, pp. 167–196). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 

Mckay, S. (2009, September 14). The affect of animated GIFs (Tom Moody, Petra Cortright, 

Lorna Mills). Retrieved from http://artfcity.com/2018/07/16/the-affect-of-animated-gifs-

tom-moody-petra-cortright-lorna-mills/ 

Mobbs, D., Weiskopf, N., Lau, H. C., Featherstone, E., Dolan, R. J., & Frith, C. D. (2006). The 

Kuleshov effect: The influence of contextual framing on emotional attributions. Social 

Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience, 1(2), 95–106. https://doi.org/10.1093/scan/nsl014 

Morgan, C., & Scholma-Mason, N. (2017). Animated GIFs as expressive visual narratives and 

expository devices in archaeology. Internet Archaeology, 44. 

https://doi.org/10.11141/ia.44.11 

Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

Publications. 

Park, J., Baek, Y. M., & Cha, M. (2014). Cross-cultural comparison of nonverbal cues in 

emoticons on Twitter: Evidence from big data analysis. Journal of Communication, 

64(2), 333–354. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12086 

Poulaki, M. (2015). Featuring shortness in online loop cultures. Empedocles: European Journal 

for the Philosophy of Communication, 5(1–2), 91–96. https://doi.org/10.1386/ejpc.5.1-

2.91_1 

Reid, E. (1991). Electropolis: Communication and community on Internet Relay Chat 

(Unpublished master’s thesis). University of Melbourne. Retrieved from 

http://www.aluluei.com/electropolis.htm 



 

65 

Rezabek, L. L., & Cochenour, J. J. (1998). Visual cues in computer-mediated communication: 

Supplementing text with emoticons. Journal of Visual Literacy, 18(2), 201–215. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/23796529.1998.11674539 

Rice, R. E., & Love, G. (1987). Electronic emotion: Socioemotional content in a computer-

mediated communication network. Communication Research, 14(1), 85–108. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/009365087014001005 

Risquez, A., & Sanchez-Garcia, M. (2012). The jury is still out: Psychoemotional support in peer 

e-mentoring for transition to university. Emotions in Online Learning Environments, 

15(3), 213–221. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2011.11.003 

Ruggiero, T. E. (2000). Uses and gratifications theory in the 21st century. Mass Communication 

& Society, 3(1), 3–37. https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327825MCS0301_02 

Shea, P. J., Fredericksen, E. E., Pickett, A. M., & Pelz, W. E. (2003). A preliminary investigation 

of “teaching presence” in the SUNY learning network. In J. Bourne & J. C. Moore (Eds.), 

Elements of quality online education: Practice and direction (Vol. 4, pp. 279–312). 

Needham, MA: Sloan Center for Online Education. 

Shea, P., Li, C. S., & Pickett, A. (2006). A study of teaching presence and student sense of 

learning community in fully online and web-enhanced college courses. The Internet and 

Higher Education, 9(3), 175–190. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2006.06.005 

Short, J., Williams, E., & Christie, B. (1976). The social psychology of telecommunications. 

London, United Kingdom: Wiley. 

Skovholt, K., Grønning, A., & Kankaanranta, A. (2014). The communicative functions of 

emoticons in workplace emails: :-). Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 

19(4), 780–797. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcc4.12063 



 

66 

Sproull, L., & Kiesler, S. (1986). Reducing social context cues: Electronic mail in organizational 

communications. Management Science, 32(11), 1492–1512. 

https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.32.11.1492 

Walther, J. B. (1996). Computer-mediated communication: Impersonal, interpersonal, and 

hyperpersonal interaction. Communication Research, 23(1), 3–43. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/009365096023001001 

Walther, J. B., & D’Addario, K. P. (2001). The impacts of emoticons on message interpretation 

in computer-mediated communication. Social Science Computer Review, 19(3), 324–347. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/089443930101900307 

Wandersee, J. H. (1982). Humor as a teaching strategy. The American Biology Teacher, 44(4), 

212–218. https://doi.org/10.2307/4447475 

  



 

67 

Appendix A: Interview Protocol 

Introduction 
Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in my research. The purpose of my research is to 
get at the essence of people using animated GIFs in text-based communication. Ultimately, I am 
interested in why people do it and how they perceive it as a form of communication. If you find 
any of my questions to be general or abstract, please answer them in any way you can; after all, I 
am really interested in your perceptions of this phenomenon. You may refuse to answer any 
question at any time, and you may terminate this interview at any time you wish. Do you have 
any questions for me before we get started? 
 
Interview Questions 

1. Tell me about your use of animated GIFs. 
a. Where do you use GIFs in text conversations (Reddit, SMS, etc.)? 
b. With whom do you use GIFs in text conversations? 
c. Do you have GIFs that you associate with particular people? 
d. How long have you been using GIFs in text conversations? 
e. How often do you use GIFs in text conversations? 
f. When do you use GIFs in text conversations? 

2. Walk me through a scenario where you would use a GIF, and explain to me how it works 
or how you do it. (Explain your mental processes). 

a. What criteria do you use when you choose a GIF to use? 
b. What causes/makes/prompts you to use GIFs? 
c. Once you have decided to use a GIF, how do you decide which one to use? 

3. Describe your experiences when using GIFs in your conversations 
a. What emotions do you feel when you use animated GIFs? 
b. What sort of responses do you get to GIFs you send? 

i. Is it different based on your familiarity with the person and, if so, how? 
c. Is the experience different when you send them versus when you receive them 

and, if so, how? 
d. Have you ever sent a GIF to someone who had never seen one and, if so, what 

happened? 
e. Is there a sense of GIFs working and not working? Can you provide examples? 

i. How do you know if it worked or did not work? 
ii. Can you describe a good experience?  

iii. Can you describe a bad experience? 
iv. Tell me about your experiences where you sent “wrong” or “right” GIFs 

or received confusing/out-of-place GIFs. 
4. Can GIFs have multiple meanings and, if so, can you provide me of examples where you 

have experienced that? 
a. How is the difference in meaning determined? 

5. What meaning do GIFs have for you? Why do you do this? 
a. How do you classify GIFs emotionally? 

i. How do you decide which one is which? 
b. Not thinking about the GIFs themselves, how do you feel using GIFs? 
c. What motivates or drives you to use GIFs in text conversations? 
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d. What are the benefits and/or downsides to communicating this way? 
i. How is it different? 

e. What is your favorite GIF? 
f. Give me an example of a scenario in which you would use it. 

6. Are there people that you communicate with via animated GIF that would be interested in 
talking with me about it? (snowball sampling) 

 
Closing 
Thank you so much for your time. Do you have any questions you want to ask me? Here is my 
contact information if you would like to contact me again. I may need your contact information 
if I have additional questions or need clarification once I have had a chance to transcribe the 
interview recording. Would you be willing to give me your contact information?  
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Appendix B: Significant Statements and Formulated Meanings 

Table B1 

Choice Sub-theme Statements and Meanings 

Theme Significant Statement Formulated Meaning 
Choice From there, it’s again just… deciding, like which 

one makes me laugh internally or externally the 
most when I imagine it as my response. So 
whichever one is funniest and most relevant I’ll go 
with. 

Individuals using animated 
GIFs seem to imagine the 
response they wish to convey 
and choose a GIF they feel 
matches that response. 

Like I said in how I've gotten to the point where 
I'm using GIF's in replace of emojis so where I will 
laugh to myself or with most people would send a 
smiley face or whatever I will then go and pick a 
GIF of someone laughing or someone reacting in a 
certain way depending on how I would kind of 
react in conversation with a face to face 
conversation. 
And then I guess I just pick one that… resembles 
how I’m actually feeling or what I think is 
appropriate for what I’m trying to convey. 
Well, when you look them up, you can just use a 
word. If you were saying sorry or something, you 
could look up that word and find one that fits with 
what you're trying to express and then just choose 
that and use it. 
So then I’ll go to Reddit. And from reddit probably 
into the reactiongifs subreddit which is like a 
treasure trove of reaction gifs and I’ll just sort of 
hunt around for a few minutes, find a few at first 
and then pick which one out of those I think is the 
most fitting to sort of express how I feel in my 
reaction to that person’s initial comment. Individuals using animated 

GIFs seem to read the context 
of a conversation and use that 
context when deciding what 
GIF to choose that they feel 
would best fit. 

or if it's timing in particular, say with a co-worker, 
something happened at work that day, and I found 
a GIF of something specific online, and that 
seemed to fit the situation that me and the co-
worker both experienced. Then it gets that 
camaraderie going or whatever 
I search for one and pick one that I think would 
best fit the conversation or that my friend might 
understand the most and then I make sure it works 
and I send it. 
Just if it fits in conversation. 
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Table B2 

Meaning Sub-theme Statements and Meanings 

Theme Significant Statement Formulated Meaning 
Meaning I think that they can like project emotion better than just 

sometimes the words can because when you're sitting 
down face to face talking to someone, you can see their 
face. You can see kind of their emotions, what they're, 
you know, not only what they're saying with their words 
but with their face and maybe even their gestures. 

Individuals using 
animated GIFs seem to 
ascertain the meaning of 
an animated GIF 
through a process of 
attribution based on the 
facial expressions and 
non-verbal actions of 
the actors in the GIF. 

I qualify them based on the actions or facial expressions 
that happen by the end of a gif. 
[I determine the meaning of a GIF through]I think the 
facial expression of the person in the GIF and what 
they're doing. 
Because it is a little animated thing so you'll just see 
them like, their face contorting in anger, or like them 
using their hands. 

 There's been times, because I'll send some of them to 
my dad, and then I'll use it in a different conversation 
with somebody else. It does have different meanings 
depending on the conversation. Yes, that's true. 

Individuals using 
animated GIFs seem to 
ascertain the meaning of 
the GIF from the context 
of the conversation they 
are having.  

[The meaning of the GIF is determined by] the context. 
So, if I said, like "This class is killing me," like and then 
someone, maybe a response to that would be, what 
response would that be, oh, "Is it a lot of hard work?" 
and then you would send that [a GIF of a child passed 
out on top of a piece of luggage being pulled by an 
adult] like, I'm so done with it, like "Ugh! It's 
exhausting." 
I'd say the context of the conversation dictates what's the 
difference of the meaning, and I think the other person 
can pick up on the meaning by the context of the 
conversation. 
Like it's kind of like if I was texting someone or I wasn't 
texting someone they just sent me a random GIF, I'd be 
like, "What? That's so random," but if it correlates to 
what we're talking about, then it would be fitting, and 
the expression that maybe I was making when I read the 
text before something or whatever they were talking 
about, and if that's a face that I would make or that I was 
making and then they send the GIF that matches what I 
was doing or thinking or saying that is funny I guess, 
and it's fitting. 
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Table B3 

Use Sub-theme Statements and Meanings 

Theme Significant Statement Formulated Meaning 
Use Personally, they're easy to use tools to express emotion 

Individuals using 
animated GIFs seem 
to use them out of a 
desire to express their 
emotional state. 

 It's a fun way to convey emotions 
I just use them to better express the emotion that I'm having 
whenever I'm sending a text to somebody and just because I 
think they're fun. 
I think they help get meaning across better, feelings across 
better 

 [I use GIFs] to be funny. To show that I'm taking part, 
actively, in a conversation, but mostly to try to convey a sense 
of humor. Individuals seem to 

use animated GIFs 
often for the purpose 
of adding humor into 
the conversation they 
are having. 

And just to make people smile is the other part. Because if I 
can really speak to someone through a GIF and really make 
them laugh, literally lol, then it's totally worth the time to sit 
there and look through all of these GIFs and find the perfect 
one. 
but they can be used multiple places or just to like make 
someone laugh. 
I usually use them in the form of jokes as I mentioned before 

 For me I think about them as a way for me to express emotion 
to someone in a text message that I just can’t do, I can't re-
create that verbal piece I can't do the body language piece with 
them so that's really where… why I like them  

Individuals seem to 
use animated GIFs to 
actively compensate 
for the lack of social 
cue transmission in 
CMC. 

A lot of times just to see the reaction or get a reaction from 
someone for using it, but again, sometimes it's because it can 
portray an emotion to something or a reaction to something 
better than words or whatever, especially through text 
messaging, which can be very dry or very hard to pick up 
emotion of someone and how they're feeling. 
Because I think with texting, which obviously it's not your 
face in the GIF. You're not the person doing whatever it is, but 
with texting sometimes it's hard to express any emotion 
because you can't see anything. I think that GIFs are a good 
way to show people a little snippet of what you're meaning or 
the emotion behind what you're saying, if that makes sense. 
And, they're pictures, so I mean, a picture's worth a thousand 
words, which is an overused statement, but it really applies in 
this instance. So you can get a whole lot out of one picture, 
one moving picture, too. 'Cause sometimes they're screaming, 
or whatever. And it just portrays a lot of emotion and a lot of 
... And it can have a lot of back meaning to it that you couldn't 
necessarily put in words. 
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Theme Significant Statement Formulated Meaning 
Use [animated GIFs are] a fun way to show what you're trying to 

mean. So if you're trying to be like Sasha Fierce, and just own 
it, you can be like me on Wednesday walking into my exam. 
So I think it gives a picture to your description. So, it’s kind of 
nice. 

Individuals seem to 
use animated GIFs in 
order to clarify the 
meaning of their 
messages. 

[GIFs are better than just typing out words] I would say 
because I know I’ve personally gone through confusion 
through words alone because someone can mean one thing by 
the message but I take it a different way and think “Well are 
you meaning this?” and they’ll be like “No I meant this” so I 
think using the GIFs kind of helps them explain what they’re 
meaning in a way. Like [...] let’s just say they’re saying LOL 
or something about something. I mean for the most part we 
always see people just not laughing when they’re actually 
typing LOL but with the gif it kind of helps you see oh […] 
they do think that’s funny. 
I like to use them so that way I can […] sometimes it is 
portraying the right message instead of portraying the wrong 
one. Like instead of ill will you know it’s like I have positive 
intent in this. 
Another positive would have to be the aforementioned. It can 
be used to enhance the meaning or weight of something you 
say via text conversation. 
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Table B4 

Gratification Sub-theme Statements and Meanings 

Theme Significant Statement Formulated Meaning 
Gratification And I feel relaxed and like it's fun and it brings me 

pleasure. Individuals using 
animated GIFs seem to 
derive gratification or 
pleasure from doing it 
and find it to be an 
exclusively positive 
experience. 

I think so because I put a lot of effort into finding 
them, which I don't know if that's a good thing or a 
bad thing because I just kind of enjoy it. 
It can send you down this whole path of just 
nonsense, but related nonsense. And that just makes 
me really happy. Yeah 
How do I feel using them? I enjoy it, I find happiness 
in it. 

 My friend and I have a conversation about a movie 
scene or something like that and if we’re all of a 
sudden talking about that scene in the text message I 
may be just funny and bring in a GIF from that scene 
from that movie and send it to her and we just have a 
laugh about it. 

Individuals using 
animated GIFs seem to 
derive pleasure from 
the shared experience 
of either the particular 
media the GIF was 
taken from or the 
person they are 
communicating with. 

If [...] I know the person likes them and will respond 
back with them I will use them. Mostly I will use 
them when it is something really shocking or if I am 
nerding out you know and stuff like that. I will send 
like a quote from a TV show that my friend and I like 
with a GIF and they will fangirl with me you know 
kind of stuff like that. They will participate in my fun 
and stuff that I am having and all because of a GIF 
form. 
Let's see. Good GIF experience. Well, I can use my 
patriotic example relatively. It might be too personal, 
but I don't really mind. So the boy I’m taking to the 
date party I think is really cute, so the fact that he 
went out of his way to find an American GIF to 
match, he's like, "Oh, the party's this week, I'm really 
excited," and sent the GIF. It's more than just a text, 
you know, or that he even thought to do that I guess. 
Or, it's a ... A reassurance that they kind of 
understand me in a weird way. But it's just really 
funny. And it shows me that they wanna make me 
laugh and smile, and they wanna have a good 
conversation that's witty and not just hi, how are you 
today? That's cool, bye. It shows me that they wanna 
actually engage with me as a person, and not just on a 
surface level. 
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Theme Significant Statement Formulated Meaning 
Gratification I love them. I love… the joke they provide. Like 

every one [...] can be it’s own type of laugh for not 
just myself but for whoever I’m conversing with. […] 
But without… but not necessarily losing my voice in 
this, like in this discussion. So being able to kill two 
birds with one stone by responding to a question or 
making a point to some degree while still being funny 
like I like to be. 

Individuals using GIFs 
seem to derive 
gratification from their 
perception that others 
will view them a 
certain way. 

I tend to think of people who use GIFs in 
conversation as more clever, because they're like oh, 
I'm going to use that there, because they have 
something on their mind instead of just a normal 
response. And that's something that I don't really 
think about with emojis either. For some reason, I 
tend to think people who use GIFs are more clever 
than people who use emojis, just because, I feel like 
they go through more work to find a fitting response. 
I'll usually feel pretty witty like I said earlier, if I can 
make a GIF like the whole package. Like it's funny, it 
pertains to the situation, and this person has back 
knowledge that pertains to this GIF itself, then I'll 
feel pretty good about myself. Pretty smart, pretty 
witty. Yeah, that's basically all I feel about that. 
[When I use GIFs] I typically feel… cultured is one 
way I feel. It’s like oh look what I know, look what I 
pulled out of my hat and threw out at you right there. 
And funny. So… maybe a little resourceful. 
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