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Why 
emojis?

Controversial topics unearth  deep-seated values about what is 
right or wrong, but not always easy to research as people likely 
to self-censored if views not in line with socially approved ones

Freebirth is a controversial topic

Emotions are a fundamental part of midwifery work
Midwives’ emotions are drivers for their attitudes and beliefs, 
and therefore will have great influence on their behaviors 
towards freebirth

Emotions may be acted upon, but also supressed or concealed

Emotions may not always be easy to put into words. Exploring 
midwives’ emotions may require the use of imaginative research 
methods to explore this hidden terrain



A communication revolution UNICODE and licensing Research trends

Now used by more than 90% of 
the online population

3664 emojis (UNICODE 15.0)

ON emojis:
• Communication and 

linguistics studies 
• AI sentiment analysis of 

social media trends

A bit of background on emojis

Emoji is a “font” rendered 
differently across devices and 
platforms

Emoji images have copyright
(twetmoji 14.0 used in this presentation)

WITH emojis:
- Consumer research
- Data analysis (coding) with 

emojis
- Emojis as data collection tool

1999 - first set of emoji  created 
by Shigetaka Kurita

1960s smiley and emoticons



• Online quantitative survey

• To explore how constructs in phase 1 may be 

presented in the wider UK midwifery population

• Convenience and snowballing sampling

• Recruitment planned for Autumn 2024

The study

• Qualitative interpretive description design

• To explore the what, how and why of midwives’ perspectives on freebirth

• 14 UK clinical midwives recruited via social media across all UK countries

• Emoji elicitation before online conversational interview

• Reflexive thematic analysis

Using a feminist lens to look at 

issues of autonomy, power and 

agency in midwives' experiences



Setting up

Am I crazy for considering this?



Tech 
challenges

Using only emojis, please express how you feel or what comes to your mind when you think about 
freebirth

• You can use as many emojis as you wish and in whatever order you prefer
• If answering this from a phone or similar device, please do not use the emoji menu on your 

device keyboard to input your answer. 

Emoji-picker v1.2.0 (GitHub)

https://github.com/jmadler/emoji-picker?tab=readme-ov-file


Available 
emojis

Total: 830

iOS 6.0 (Sept 2012) 
UNICODE 6.0



Q2: Q3:

How much time did you 
dedicate to create the emoji 
expression?

How easy or difficult did you find 
using the emoji selection menu? 
(0= extremely difficult,  and 
5= extremely easy)

Did you miss any emoji from the 
selection menu that you would 
have liked to use?

Evaluation questions

Q1:

Q4: Q5:

Did you feel the emojis allow you 
to express your views in an easy 
manner? if not, what were the 
difficulties?

Do you have any other comments 
or feedback about the use of 
emojis in this research?



Analysing the data

Navigating unmapped terrains!



Proposed 
analytical 
framework

Familiarisation with the entire emoji dataset

Search for broad patterns in the entire emoji dataset

Connect the emoji and textual data in the transcript

Coding of visual-textual data together

Review and refine emoji codes to generate themes

Compare and contrast emoji themes with textual analysis
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The dataset

Claudia

Florence

Sally

Zoe

Lucy

Imogen

Alys Sian

Beth

Peaches

Ezra

Sheila

Jaimie

Nell



Descriptive statistics

45 different emojis

Top used emojis

By frequency By participants

10

9

5

5

5

7

7

5

4

3
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Mapping the emotions

Adapted from Kutsuzawa et al. 2022

Excited, 
happy

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-021-04357-7#Tab5
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Line by line coding



Descriptive codes

Information labels Emotional labels
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Emoji themes

Worries and concerns

Uncertainty and fears

When women feel freebirth 
is their only choice

Supporting women 
making choices

Proud of women taking 
the power

Sharing the joy with 
women
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Evaluation data

Really nice, quirky 

thing to do

Takes some of the 

stuffiness out of 

research

Less likely to self-

censor that if you 

asked for words

Too simplistic if you 

would not have the 

interview to elaborate



Why 
emojis?

Emojis in this study acted as emotional touchpoints, helping 
participants accessing their feelings and helping them to 
describe them to others 

Rich emotional data

Facilitated engagement and rapport

Emojis brought an element of playfulness to research, maintaining and 
enhancing social relationships between researcher and participants

Co-construction of meaning
Emoji need to be integrated with the verbal communication to form a 
complete meaning. By giving the participants the opportunity to explain 
and elaborate, meaning construction became a collaborative process. 

Visual data enhances the power of data
Emoji used in dissemination outputs can provide an attention anchor for 
the audience, potentially promoting interaction and enhancing the 
power of data



Strenghts

Limitations Small and relatively homogenous sample of 
participants

Emoji use may be constrained by technology 
limitations

Innovative tool for data collection

Analytical framework is robust but flexible enough 
to allow for adaptations

It is fun!!



Questions? 
Comments?



Get in touch

More on my PhD study here
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