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Abstract 

Using the Grounded Theory research method, this research has explored various forms of 

social media communication, including emoticons, emoji, GIFs, stickers and hashtags. 

Further, this study has produced a theory of message layering in social media communication. 

This research was conducted on data consisting of social media comments, posts and 

conversations in the form of online observations, as well as recordings and transcripts 

collected, based on face-to-face interviews. Participants consisted of members of the general 

public who communicate on different social media platforms such as Facebook, WhatsApp 

and Instagram. The data was collected and analysed using classic Grounded Theory 

procedures and guidelines, comprising theoretical sensitivity, theoretical sampling and 

constant comparison, as well as substantive and theoretical coding.  

This study identifies that social media communication has various limitations and messages 

can be brief, ambiguous and lacking in structure. It is evident that the main concern of 

communicators (both senders and receivers) on social media is to overcome such message 

limitations. Further, this study explains the basic social psychological process of message 

layering. Message layering is a theory developed in this study and is characterised by its two 

sub-core categories of Message structuring and message regulating. Message structuring is 

about combining and toning to give structure to messages. Message regulating is about 

associating and fitting to give meaning. Through these means, communicators on social media 

are seen to process the main concern of overcoming message limitations. Message layering 

allows communicators to give structure and meaning to messages.  

Theoretical explanations show that clarity and confusion in understanding what the message 

indicates is a result of how senders and receivers structure and give meaning to messages. 

However, it is also identified that senders often structure and assign meaning to messages 

differently to the receivers of the same message. 
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This thesis makes contributions to knowledge by offering a new perspective on looking at 

social media messages. It suggests new concepts of combining, selecting, classifying, toning, 

making connections, assuming positions, associating, recognising types, fitting, applying 

knowledge and lastly, presents a typology of social media communicators consisting of 

stranger corresponders, distant corresponders and close corresponders. Moreover, the theory 

of message layering has implications for practice. Current practices addressing social media 

communication consider social media messages based on general definitions and 

understanding of words and pictures only. However, the theory of message layering suggests 

the importance of considering social media messages from the perspectives of both senders 

and receivers and further considering the processes of how senders and receivers structure 

and ascribe meaning to messages.  
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 Introduction  

The advent of the internet and the online nature of activities has had a huge impact on today’s 

society and as many forms of physical activity have converted to an electronic or online format. 

One example is the use of email as a replacement for letters. Studies have indicated the 

importance of internet technologies in maintaining relations among individuals (Park et al., 

2004) and social interactions are an important area of interest for many internet-based 

researchers. However, online social interactions use different forms of computer-mediated 

communication (CMC). Individuals rely on various computer-mediated tools such as emails, 

instant messaging and social networking sites to communicate and interact with others on a 

daily basis (Ruggeri and Young, 2016; Shalom et al., 2015; Baym, 2015; Ang et al., 2015; 

Drum, 2015).  

CMC is dominated by text-based conversations, however, with further developments in 

Information communication technology (ICT), CMC is seen to include other forms of 

communication to enhance or support the communication process (December, 1996). Some 

new forms include Emoticons, Emoji,1 GIFs and stickers, however, as of yet, much of the 

existing CMC literature focuses on linking models, theories and ideas that are more closely 

connected to face-to-face (FTF) communication (Ang et al., 2015; Bargh and McKenna, 2004; 

Baltes et al., 2002; Best et al., 2014; Kiesler et al., 1984; McEwan and Zanolla, 2013; Michinov 

et al., 2004; Parks and Floyd, 1996; Schouten and Meeuwesen, 2006; Vandergriff, 2013).  

Understanding, these new forms of communication features are important and Lo (2008) has 

recognised that a lack of non-verbal cues can affect and disrupt the meaning of a message. 

However, discussions around non-verbal forms of online communication and language in 

CMC is available in a limited capacity in the literature (Derks et al., 2008; Xolocotzin Eligio et 

al., 2012). The current literature acknowledges that these new forms of communication make 

 

1 There is no plural for the word ‘emoji’; as such, emoji is used as both singular and plural in this thesis. 
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up for the lack of non-verbal cues in CMC i.e. Emoticons and Emoji can help to indicate 

emotional expressions in CMC (Miller et al., 2016; Vidal et al., 2016; Stark and Crawford, 

2015; Kaye et al., 2017)  

CMC literature focuses very much on highlighting the need to have more non-verbal cues or 

rather, addresses the lack of non-verbal cues in CMC. Very little research has focused on 

understanding how these new forms of communication features are used, interpreted and 

understood. The focus of this thesis is to explore these new forms of non-verbal 

communication, such as emoji, stickers and GIFs as the key area of research. 

1.1 Social Media and Computer-Mediated Communication 

CMC is defined as any form of communication that occurs between humans through 

computer-based mediums, such as personal computers or mobile phones (Hardaker, 2010). 

Since the invention of CMC in the late twentieth century, CMC studies have linked diverse 

interdisciplinary subjects with CMC research including concepts of technology, sociology, 

psychology and business (Bordia, 1997; Adrianson, 2001; Bannan-Ritland and Bannan-

Ritland, 2002; Carston, 2002; Bargh and McKenna, 2004; Santra and Giri, 2009; Vandergriff, 

2013) 

CMC has transformed organisational communication and turned organisations into  

‘networked organisations’. Kiesler and Sproull’s (1992) research suggested that CMC has 

helped people to push, ‘physical, social, and psychological boundaries’ (p. 96). With relevance 

to psychological boundaries, early studies in the field have focused on comparing FTF 

communications  with CMC (Kiesler et al. 1984: Siegel et al. 1986) and key differences noted 

between FTF and CMC in those studies are as follows: 

Face-to-Face Communication 

• Use of both verbal and non-verbal cues 

• Importance of body language 



3 

 

Computer-Mediated Communication 

• No use of non-verbal cues 

• No use of body language 

There are key differences identified in various aspects of CMC research but one of key 

importance has always been on finding key elements that help link CMC to FTF 

communication. In this respect,  Walther (1993) mainly argued social cognitive processes are 

likely to be different where there is a lack of non-verbal cues and this field should be further 

investigated.  

To add to the complexity of non-verbal elements of CMC, Floreddu and Cabiddu (2016) state 

that new technologies have changed communication from more structured methods and 

channels to more dynamic forms, in which internet and social media plays an important role. 

Scholars researching social media acknowledge that communication tends to become more 

complex and aggravated when conversations take place via information and communication 

technologies (Krancher et al., 2018). ICT mediation was seen to reduce communication in 

various formal projects (Alge et al., 2003; Ortiz De Guinea et al., 2012; Hinds and Bailey, 

2004) This is due to the fact that ICT mediation has focused communication on more visual 

and artistic forms of communication. Further, an important discussion presented by Russmann 

and Svensson (2017) stated: 

“With the rise of YouTube, Instagram and Snapchat there has been a shift towards 

visual images in the ecology of social media ...the sharing of images is becoming an 

integral part of the social media experience today and given that social media platforms 

are the prime locus for sociability”. (p. 1) 

Considering the non-verbal elements of CMC, new forms of communication such as emoji, 

stickers and GIFs have been seen as key elements that compensate for the non-verbal 

element. This study primarily focuses on exploring these forms of social media 

communication. 
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1.2 Choosing an Area of Interest 

The present research originated out of curiosity and frustration during my personal 

experiences when communicating and interacting with individuals on social media, in 

particular when using emoji. Currently, individuals rely more on computer-based mediums for 

social interactions such as Facebook, WhatsApp and e-mail more than FTF interaction. When 

communicating using such mediums, it is generally the case that apart from text-based written 

elements of the conversations, individuals tend to include various other forms of conversation 

elements as well. These can vary from little picture characters (known as emoji) to mini clips 

(known as GIFs). Personally, I have always been fascinated by these new forms of 

conversational elements. Often when I received or sent emoji or stickers, I observed a sense 

of confusion and misunderstanding among senders and receivers. This caused a certain level 

of curiosity in me, which led me to some important questions: 

• Why am I confused about what the emoji, stickers or GIF means? 

• Why is it that the person does not understand what I mean and vice versa? 

• What is the purpose of these new forms of communication? 

• Why are there so many variations of emoji, stickers and GIFs? Why do they exist? 

• Do they help improve communication or the opposite? 

• Are they different on different platforms?  

There were many relevant questions I had at the beginning of the study and the list of 

questions felt endless. I also mention that some of my friends, family and colleagues had 

related questions, such as,  

• “What does this gorilla (  ) emoji mean?!” [comment by a colleague]; 

• “A lot of the time I do not know the meaning of an emoji when I receive them” [comment 

by my supervisor]; 
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• “I always have to think and choose carefully when I select an emoji to send” [comment 

by my supervisor]; 

• “Why do you always use this grinning ( ) face emoji?” [comment by a close friend]; 

• “Hahaha this is funny but I don’t get it (referring to a Sticker)” [comment by a friend]. 

Additionally, I saw a lot of news related to such forms of communication, which raised 

questions as to why emoji, stickers and GIFs are given so much importance and why they are 

mainstream.  

The fact that many people were raising such questions and combined with my own 

experiences of frustration, I perceived a general confusion and lack of understanding about 

the use of these various forms of communication. Building from such experiences, I decided 

to use my PhD as an opportunity to research this field. I wanted to find out what is going on 

and why there is so much confusion and lack of understanding about these forms of 

communication in social media.  This led me to develop my initial goals for the research and 

the aim of the research identified was as follows: 

Aim: To explore forms of social media communication 

Having an aim in mind, the next step was to create a plan to address the aim. This leads to 

Chapter 2, which highlights how the aim was addressed and knowledge gained in regard to 

the area of interest.  

1.3 Structure of the Thesis 

Chapter 1: The present chapter provides a background to social media and CMC, highlights 

the chosen area of interest and outlines the structure of the thesis.  

Chapter 2: The second chapter discusses methodological considerations made before 

starting the research, including details of the researcher’s perspective, an indication of the 

research objectives, a discussion of and justification for the selection of classic grounded 

theory (CGT) as well as details on CGT procedures. 
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Chapter 3: The third chapter discusses how the research was conducted and includes details 

on research questions, the participants, an explanation of how the data was collected, details 

on how open, selective and theoretical coding was completed, a discussion on how the main 

concern of the participants was identified, how the core category was discovered and 

saturation achieved. 

Chapter 4: The fourth chapter provides an explanation of the emergent theory of this study, 

namely ‘message layering’ in social media communication. This chapter provides explanations 

of the emergent concepts. 

Chapter 5: Chapter five presents the review of literature in the substantive fields, consistent 

with CGT methodology. Here, three perspectives in the literature are compared and 

contrasted, with relevance to the emergent theory of this study. Furthermore, a comparison of 

social media communication literature is presented. The focus of this chapter is the discussion 

of the theory in relation to existing literature. Here, the theory is compared and contrasted with 

relevant literature in an attempt to situate the theory within the extant discourse. 

Chapter 6: Chapter six discusses the conclusions of this research. A discussion on the 

implications of the theory and its originality as well as the contributions of this study, its 

limitations. Opportunities for future research and some remarks and advice to potential CGT 

researchers 

1.4 Summary  

In this chapter, I have indicated some background and rationale for undertaking this research.  

The motivation for doing this research developed from the curiosity and frustrations 

experienced. Additionally, the structure of the thesis is presented here. 
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 Research Methodology  

The present chapter seeks to address the research methodology followed in order to address 

the aims of the research. Additionally, this chapter identifies the research questions, indicates 

my perspective taken as a researcher and basic assumptions undertaken in terms of ontology 

and epistemology. It also covers debates, fundamental concepts and justifications for 

selecting Classic Grounded Theory (CGT). 

2.1 Researcher’s Perspective 

It is important to note that for this research, CGT is used as a methodology that comprises of 

sets of methods, and it’s a methodology without an ontology and epistemology. CGT claims 

neutrality in terms of ontology and epistemology (Glaser, 2005), meaning that CGT is open to 

all forms of ontological and epistemological positioning. However, bearing that in mind, it is 

also important to note that researchers themselves have a certain impact on research 

outcomes and this impact is always associated with the perspectives and positioning of the 

researcher. It would be incomplete therefore not to discuss the views of the researcher for this 

research. In the following sections. I present my views and perspectives as a researcher and 

how I approached the research. 

2.1.1 Research paradigms and Social Science Research 

According to Burrell and Morgan (1979, p. 1), ’all social scientists approach their subject via 

explicit or implicit assumptions about the nature of the social world and the way in which it 

may be investigated’. These authors proposed that social science research is underpinned by 

a researcher’s assumptions or views on ontology, epistemology, human nature and 

methodology. These are concerned with a researcher’s views on concepts such as existence, 

reality, knowledge, value and reason and the explanation of each is as follows:  
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• The ontological area of philosophy is concerned with the idea of existence and reality. 

Ontology in research is aimed at addressing key issues related to worldviews and 

assumptions of existence and the nature of reality (Creswell, 2012).  

• The epistemological area of philosophy aims to address the key theory of knowledge, 

concerned with the key question of, ‘how do we know what we know?’ (Klenke, 2008, 

p.16). 

• Human nature is concerned with how we relate as human beings and the environment 

together and whether researchers inquire in a mechanistic/deterministic or 

voluntarist/autonomous manner (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). 

• Methodology tends to highlight the key question of, ‘how should we study the world?’ 

(Klenke, 2008, p.18). The underlying methodological assumptions tend to address the 

key sample, data, design and analysis; simply, the way a researcher study’s the 

phenomenon.  

Based on the assumptions of ontology, epistemology, human nature and methodology, a 

researcher tends to fit a principal paradigm within which the research is conducted. Within the 

context of social science, researchers investigate the area of research through paradigms and 

paradigms are general standpoints of one’s thought process (Taylor et al., 2006). Paradigms 

for researchers can range from a realist to a relativist view of ontology and epistemological 

positioning can range from an objective to a subjective view.  

Burrell and Morgan’s divide such ideas of paradigms based on two dimensions:  

Degree of Congruency: Focuses on the differentiating approaches in social science between 

subjective and objectives views (Burrell and Morgan, 1979): 

• Subjective approaches are characterised by Nominalist, anti-positivist, voluntarist and 

ideographic views; 
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• Objective approaches are characterised by Realist, positivist, determinist and 

nomothetic views. 

Degree of Order-Conflict: Focuses on differentiating approaches in social science between 

regulation and radical change views (Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p.18): 

• Regulation approaches are characterised by: ‘The status quo, social order, consensus, 

social integration, solidarity, need satisfaction and actuality’; 

• Radical change approaches are characterised by: ‘Structural conflicts, modes of 

dominations, contradictions, emancipation, deprivation and potentiality’. 

This two-dimensional idea can be further illustrated in the form of a matrix, as seen in figure 

2.1 

 Domain of Radical Change  

S
u

b
je
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v
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 v
ie

w
s
 

Radical Humanist Radical Structuralist 

O
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je
c

ti
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e
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ie
w

s
 

Interpretivist Functionalist 

 Domain of Regulation  

 

Figure 2.1: Burrell and Morgan: Four Paradigms 

(Source: Burrell and Morgan, 1979) 

The two-dimensional view of approaches to social science research brought forward four 

different paradigms: interpretivist, functionalist, radical humanist and radical structuralist. 

• Interpretivist approaches fall under the domain of regulation and subjective views. 

Interpretivists such as Giambattista Vico, and Georg Simmel and Max Weber brought 

forth the ideas that social science needs to focus on individuals’ actions and 

consciousness. Interpretivists emphasise conducting research by focusing on 

understanding based on the subjective views of individuals and consider multiple 

perspectives in relevance to the formation of realities, which are ever-changing. The 
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order-conflict debate is not given much importance as the goal here is to understand 

the ongoing process. 

• Functionalist approaches fall under the domain of regulation and objective views. 

Often known as positivist and realist in nature, the focus of functionalists is to provide 

rational explanations of social accounts. Further, functionalist approaches are 

problem-oriented in nature and key authors such as Rene Descartes and Auguste 

Comte highlight the importance of problem-solving in research.  

• Radical Humanist approaches fall under the domain of radical change and subjective 

views. They tend to focus on individuals’ actions and consciousness, similar to 

interpretivist views, however, the key difference here is that radical humanist originates 

and tend to be influenced by French existentialism. Existentialists view the world as 

disoriented, absurd and meaningless. A premise is that there is no inherent meaning 

to things and that rather, ideas and the world are only based on the meaning that 

individuals attribute to them and meaning itself is subjective to each individual. As 

such, conflicts may arise. Scholars such as Georg Hegel and Friedrich Nietzche 

subscribe to this perspective.   

• Radical Structuralist approaches fall under the domain of radical change and 

objective views. Radical structuralist views originated from Karl Marx’s theory, namely 

the idea that there are fixed structures and mechanisms that exist in the world. 

However, under this view, individuals are in constant conflict with each other and this 

causes variations in how they see the world. 

Given the variations in the four paradigms, it is important to be clear on where I fit as a 

researcher, given my background and training in Information technology and business. Also, 

coming from a Muslim Pakistani family and culture, I align more towards the radical 

structuralist paradigm. Approaches in radical structuralism can range from the various 

approaches of Karl Marx to the pragmatic approaches of John Dewey and Charles Saunders 

Pierce to critical realist views such as Roy Bhaskar. I tend to associate my view of the world, 
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knowledge, human nature and modes of inquiry to ideas proposed by Roy Bhasker (1978, 

1989) and consider myself to be a critical realist. 

2.1.2 Critical Realism 

I consider myself to be a critical realist. In terms of research, critical realists prefer 

combinations of qualitative and quantitative-based approaches to investigate an area of 

interest, since multi-methods and mixed methods studies are seen to provide, ‘fullest 

information about a case’ (Bagley et al., 2016, p.401; Alderson, 2013). Bisman (2010) 

indicates that critical realists may initially approach an inquiry inductively and then later inquire 

deductively, to gain a better understanding of broader causal mechanisms. 

The basic premise of critical realism holds that reality cannot be known; rather, a description 

and explanation of reality is possible based on observed factors, while acknowledging that 

social reality is constantly changing, and knowledge is tentative and imperfect. A good 

example of critical realism is presented by Oliver (2011, p.374), who states:  

“Our assessment of our clients’ lives will never be our clients’ lives or capture all the 

nuances of their experiences, but most social workers can tell the difference between a 

well-informed accurate account and its reverse. The obligation to search for the account 

that comes closest to approximating and explaining what is real provides the moral 

impetus for inquiry.” 

Ontology and Epistemology 

Burrell and Morgan (1979) focus on ontological concerns as the difference between nominalist 

and realist views. The debate is whether or not reality is a product of, ’hard, tangible and 

relatively immutable structures’ (p. 4). Thus, the label ‘realism’ is considered as, ‘nothing more 

than names, concepts and labels which are used to structure reality’ (p. 4). The relativist vs 

realist debate has demonstrated that social science research does not have to subscribe to 

specific accounts of reality; rather, researchers are free to position and address areas that 

could either be nominalist or realist in nature.  
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However, critical realist views of ontology do not focus on positioning as either exclusively 

realist or nominalist. The ontological debate for critical realists is positioning themselves 

somewhere in between, arguing there is an objective reality, although simplistic accounts of 

realism are problematic. Critical realist rejects naïve realism (Bhaskar, 1978, 1989). Naïve 

realism is the belief that the world around is objective and any disagreements in how the world 

is seen are considered to be irrational and biased (Ross and Ward, 1995). Critical realists 

consider the ontological views of reality as multi-layered; where the social world is seen as 

‘real’ and stratified into three levels, namely ‘empirical’, ‘actual’ and ‘real’ (Danermark et al., 

2002; Bhaskar, 1978): 

• Empirical: These are factors that are observable and experienced by human beings 

and this raises questions as to what can be observed. 

• Actual: These are factors that may not be observable but tend to affect the empirical 

level, existing in time and space. This raises the question as to what latent factors 

affect observable factors at the empirical level. 

• Real: These are factors that are considered causative agents of the hidden factors at 

the actual level and are often unobserved. These help to understand, what Bhasker 

calls, ‘generative mechanisms’ and focus on the necessary ‘preconditions’ for actual 

and empirical factors. 

Considering the relativist side of the ontological debate as to the construction of names, 

concepts and labels, Bhasker views this as an epistemological concern of relativism. He 

suggests that critical realists focus more on realist approximations than relativist perspectives, 

where concepts, labels and names are a way of generating knowledge and understanding 

about the world which are always incomplete, partial and constantly changing. At the 

epistemological level, knowledge is seen as, ‘constructed by us as we discover and uncover 

the complexity of the phenomena’ (Walsh and Evans, 2014, p.e3). Knowledge for critical 

realists is seen as an interplay between ideation and what is observed and unobserved 
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(Hacking, 1999). Knowledge is, therefore, tentative and fallible and represents an 

approximation of phenomenon, rather than definitive proof of reality (Downward et al., 2002).  

Human Nature 

The concern of human nature, from the point of view of a critical realist, is that of an issue of 

structure and agency: 

• Structure: This refers to the patterns of arrangements within a given setting in society. 

• Agency: This refers to the extent to which individuals can act autonomously. 

A presumption of human nature is that ‘structures causally affect agents’ actions and, in turn, 

structures are causally affected by them’ (Kempster and Parry, 2011, p.111). Individuals are 

not seen as free-willed or aligning towards a voluntarist view of human nature. 

Critical realists aim to address and understand embedded meaning, practices and 

relationships as various forms of structures, sub-structures and/or components of observable 

or unobservable structures and sub-structures that affect individuals (Bhaskar, 1978). 

However, there is an agreement that there are powers that exist that are sustained by 

individuals and that may influence various structures (Archer, 2000, 1995). Causality is central 

to the concern of structure and agency. In critical realism, it is believed there are causal powers 

at play that explain the meaning, practices and relationships between individuals in a given 

context. The context here is a derivative of the combination of structure and agents with causal 

power at play.  

For Kempster (2006), structures are the result of embedded practices and relationships with 

individuals that tend to exist based on historical discourse. Agents are simply people who are 

enacting such practices and relationships. Critical realist understanding of context refers to 

the multidirectional relationship between structures and agents. It is presumed that structures 

affect agents and agents also affect structures but structures and agents are treated as 

individual entities that can exist on their own but depend on each other to form a perceived 

reality. 
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2.1.3 Summary of Basic Assumptions for this Research 

I believe myself to be a critical realist, coming from a critical realist perspective. My ontological 

stance is focused on stratified reality, and my epistemological stance is subjective. A summary 

of my basic assumptions on ontology and epistemology are presented in table 2.1: 

Table 2.1: Perspectives of the Present Researcher  
 

 Underlying Assumptions Explanation 

Ontology 
(Stratified Reality) 

Multifaceted view of reality 
that exists on three levels: 

• Empirical 

• Actual 

• Real 

Reality exists independent of our 
perceptions. However, it is through 
perceptions that a view of reality is 
created. Complete understanding of 
reality is not possible 

Epistemology 
(Subjective) 

Knowledge is culturally and 
historically situated  

Causal factors exist to form a 
perceived reality within a given 
context, which is shaped by culture 
and history 

 

2.2 Selecting the Methodology 

Various authors such as Creswell (2012), Bryman (2016), Silverman (2015, 2010), Denzin 

and Lincoln (1998; 2011) claim that qualitative research is well-suited to research that focuses 

on exploration. However, they also suggest that qualitative data such as interviews and 

observations help to investigate the research problem in-depth and further focus on theory 

generation rather than validating or testing existing concepts from present theories. Creswell 

(2012, pp.47–48) identifies eight reasons for pursuing qualitative research:  

• To explore a problem or issue 

• To develop a complex and in-depth understanding 

• To allow individuals to share their stories and be part of the research process 

• To write in a flexible and literary style 

• To understand the contexts of the participants 
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• To complement quantitative research and explain the mechanisms in theories and 

models 

• To develop theories for a specific area 

• When quantitative analysis simply does not address the problem. 

2.2.1 Research Objectives and Methodology Selection Criteria 

Based on the reading on CGT and qualitative research. I developed three objectives of the 

research. The objectives of the research are as follows:  

• To explore issues and concerns in relation to forms of social media communication  

• To Gain a complex and in-depth understanding of forms of social media 

communication  

• To Develop a theory that helps explain concerns in relation to forms of social media 

communication 

In addition to the research objectives, I decided to develop criteria for selecting methodology 

which is well suited to support the research aim and objectives. Further, I wanted to use the 

methodology selection criteria to justify and defend why CGT was well suited for this research. 

In addition to supporting the aims and objectives of the research, I wanted to select a 

methodology which can help with providing flexibility and creative thinking in generating ideas 

about the research area. Further, I was interested in developing novel concepts and not rely 

on pre-existing concepts which have been discussed before in the literature. Based on these 

objectives and criteria. I developed the methodology selection criteria which highlights that the 

research will need to go through a cyclical process to explore, to understand and to develop 

ideas and concepts related to forms of social media communication. Further, embedding the 

process with criteria of flexibility, creative thinking, novelty and depth and richness of data. 

This can be seen in figure 2.2, highlighting an ‘explore, understand and develop’ approach to 

the research. 
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Figure 2.2: Methodology Selection Criterion 

(Source: Created by the author)  

The methodology selection criteria were well aligned with the requirements of CGT. As CGT 

benefits researchers by providing flexibility and creative thinking, it allows researchers to make 

an original contribution to knowledge in the form of a theory. 

2.2.2 Rejecting Other Methodologies 

After developing a methodology selection criterion, I went to look for a methodology 

appropriate for my research. Publications on qualitative research methods discuss five main 

approaches to qualitative research (Creswell, 2012), namely Case study, Ethnography, 

Grounded theory, Narrative and Phenomenology. Choosing a specific methodology was 

difficult as I first needed to understand different approaches. So, I went to consider each one 

and looked at what best fitted with research aim, objective and the methodology selection 

criterion developed before starting the research: 

• Case Study: This approach focuses on describing specific issues from the perspective of 

one or more cases. In case study research, cases are considered as the bounded 

system(s), as stated by Yin (2009) and the outcomes of case study research are presented 

as case descriptions and case-based themes (Stake, 1995).  
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Although the case study approach met the criteria of exploring issues and gaining in-depth 

understanding, it did not meet the criteria of developing a theory, as the outcome of case 

study research is the description of themes or cases. Therefore, the case study method 

was rejected for present purposes. 

• Ethnography: This approach focuses on shared patterns among participants within a 

cultural group. Ethnographic approaches in research emphasise the importance of cultural 

values, beliefs and language within groups. Thus, confining research within the boundaries 

of the group(s) being studied (Fetterman, 1998). This idea of focus on group dynamics 

was unappealing to me as I saw this as a factor that could limit my ability to explore and 

be open and develop a theory that could be applicable to different groups and cultures. 

Therefore, ethnography was also rejected.  

• Narrative: This approach focuses on the use of descriptions of events to develop stories 

and plots. Narrative research focuses on specific events and areas of interventions among 

participants’ lives (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). This idea of a specific focus on events 

and interventions was unappealing to me as I saw this to be a factor that could limit the 

research to events only and further move away from theoretical development, as much of 

the outcome would be descriptive in nature. Therefore, the narrative method was rejected. 

• Phenomenology: This approach focuses on a specific concept in relations to a specific 

phenomenon as described by several individuals. Initially, phenomenology was an 

approach that I thought would allow me to achieve my research aims and objectives and 

phenomenology does have many appealing factors (Moustakas, 1994): 

▪ It addresses specific phenomenon, such as ‘non-verbal communication’, 

▪ Moustakas’ transcendental phenomenology takes into account ‘epoche’, which 

requires researchers undertaking phenomenology to suspend judgements as 

much as possible and be open towards discovery. 
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Phenomenology was an appealing approach for my research, but I did not like the fact that 

the outcome of phenomenological research is descriptive results that focus on describing 

and explaining the phenomenon. One of my research objectives was to develop a theory 

and not present a description of the phenomenon. Therefore, phenomenology was also 

rejected. 

After rejecting other qualitative research methods, I decided to select grounded theory for my 

research as it was more suitable to achieve my research aims and objectives. The later 

sections discuss the key debates in grounded theory literature and why grounded theory was 

selected, more specifically CGT.  

2.2.3 Debates in Grounded Theory Literature 

Originating from sociology, grounded theory methodology focuses on understanding social 

behaviours of people in a substantive area and to develop a ‘theory grounded in data’ (Bryant 

and Charmaz, 2010, p.328). Grounded theory developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) is a 

way of using inductive reasoning to develop a theory. Glaser (1992, p.16) defines grounded 

theory  as: 

“A general methodology of analysis linked with data collection that uses a 

systematically applied set of methods to generate an inductive theory about a 

substantive area”. 

Many researchers acknowledge this definition of grounded theory. However, there are 

distinctions in terms of how different grounded theorists approach the processes of data 

handling, collection, and analysis (Evans, 2013). Differences mainly exist due to the particular 

stances of ontology and epistemology of the researchers. Differences are discussed later in 

this chapter; for the purpose of the discussion are based on the most commonly cited versions 

of grounded theory which include: 

• Classic/ Glaserian Grounded Theory (CGT): Originated by Glaser and Strauss 

(1967), later revised and clarified by Glaser (1978, 1998, 1992, 2001, 2003, 2005). 
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• Straussian Grounded Theory: As outlined by Strauss and Corbin (Strauss and 

Corbin, 1990). 

• Constructivist Grounded Theory: As developed by Charmaz (2000). 

Glaser (2002) in his publications and debates, have emphasised CGT to be general 

methodology and is acceptable to be adopted by researcher adopting any ontological and 

epistemological standpoint. An emphasis on the notion of neutrality is present in CGT, 

although the researcher’s perspectives on how they adopt specific ontology and epistemology 

make each CGT research unique (Holton, 2009). Due to this, CGT has been debated and 

criticised in the literature 

While Classic/Glaserian grounded theory does not restrict itself to a specific philosophical 

stance, Straussian grounded theory differentiates itself by taking an interpretative and 

sometimes pragmatic approach to grounded theory. The focus for Straussian grounded theory 

is more on the rigour in research while paying little attention to discovery and emergence. 

Moreover, it adopts a more inflexible and rigid approach to data analysis (Evans, 2013). This 

is seen to contaminate theoretical sensitivity and emergence (Glaser, 1992). On the other 

hand, constructivist grounded theory is more inclined towards constructivist rationality of 

knowledge, truth and reality (Howell, 2012). The following sections will cover more details on 

the differences between the three grounded theory versions. 

Classic/Glaserian Grounded Theory (CGT)  

CGT is not bound to a specific methodology or philosophical positioning but is bound to 

principles, guidelines and processes, specifically relying on theoretical sampling, theoretical 

sensitivity, memos and constant comparison analysis. This approach to research has resulted 

in various researchers having their own versions of grounded theory (Walsh et al., 2015). 

Glaser (1967; 1978; 2001) emphasis on one key dictum, ‘all is data’; data is collected and 

should be considered by all means that help generate the emergence of theory.  
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However, Glaser has been criticised several times for being detached from participants and 

has been called an objectivist. However, Glaser has never accepted to such labelling and 

rather has always debated against it (as discussed below). Many critics of CGT argue that the 

original publication of grounded theory originated during the ‘second moment’ that Denzin and 

Lincoln (2011) refer to as the ‘Golden Age’, an era dominated by post-positivism and 

influenced by critical realist ontology and objectivist epistemology.  

CGT is criticised to be post-positivist as it detaches the researcher from participant, avoids on-

going interactions and a focus on emergence is seen as an objective view (Charmaz, 2000; 

Hallberg, 2006; Birks and Mills, 2015; Jones and Alony, 2011; Kempster and Parry, 2011; 

Evans, 2013; Levers, 2013; Ramalho et al., 2015). However, while criticising constructivist 

grounded theory, Glaser (2002), highlighted key points, specifically starting from the notion, 

‘all is data’:  

• ‘The product of CGT is abstraction, NOT accurate description, thus, CGT is not aimed 

at solving the accuracy problem’ (Glaser, 2001, p.145): This quote rejects objectivist 

labels put on CGT. Validation and accuracy are not concerns of grounded theory 

researchers.  

• ‘CGT is a perspective-based methodology and people’s perspectives vary’ (Glaser, 

2002, p.n.p): By considering various perspectives within the CGT process in the form 

of data and literature, Glaser highlights the importance of conceptualisation beyond a 

singular theoretical perspective or general facts.  

• Charmaz (2000, p.514) mentions that the grounded theorist aims to, ’tell a story … it 

reflects the viewer and the viewed … data are narrative constructions’: While criticising 

such a statement, Glaser suggests that grounded theory is about building theory from 

the ground-up and grounded theorists are not story-tellers, rather, they are theorists 

generating a theory with careful application and procedures (Glaser, 2002).  
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• In Charmaz’s view (Charmaz, 2000; Bryant and Charmaz, 2010; Charmaz, 2014), 

emergence is dependent on the interactions of the researchers whereas the contrary 

argument is that emergence is data-dependent, meaning it relies on types of data, the 

number of participants and amount of data from the participants (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967; Glaser, 1978, 2001, 2002, 2012; Heath and Cowley, 2004; Niekerk and Roode, 

2009). 

The debatable points are many but from the present debate, it is clear that CGT aims to 

generate theory by conceptualising the data gathered. Many of the users of CGT agree with 

the neutrality in its paradigm positioning (Walsh et al., 2015; Holton, 2009; Fernández et al., 

2007; Saunders et al., 2017). Notably, providing flexibility towards its ontology and 

epistemology allows researchers to apply any perspective and develop a theory.  

Given Glaser’s emphasis on the importance of CGT as a ‘general methodology’ for theory 

generation, debates of ontology and epistemology are seen to misdirect the purpose of what 

CGT is. Rather, considerations of ontology and epistemology are dependent on each 

individual’s research and the researchers themselves, which vary.  

CGT is focused on conceptualisation and provides a systematic approach to the development 

of a theory. Further, CGT relies on the procedures of theoretical sampling, constant 

comparative analysis, substantive and theoretical coding (CGT procedures are discussed in 

more detail in section 2.3) 

Straussian Grounded Theory (SGT) 

Straussian Grounded theory is another version of grounded theory methodology as outlined 

by Strauss and Corbin (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). SGT is different in terms of its procedures. 

However, there have been many arguments present in the literature in relation to CGT and 

SGT on how grounded theory should be approached.  

Arguments between Glaser and Strauss have led to much criticism from researchers, 

however, both Glaser and Strauss very much agree that in order to undertake a grounded 
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theory study, a researcher must be open to adopting any ontological and epistemological 

position. Further, similarities between Glaser’s view and Strauss and Corbin’s view exist as 

they point the researcher towards data and emphasise the key processes of grounded theory 

but how they guide the researcher is where the key differences lie: 

• CGT guides researchers to apply open, selective and theoretical coding procedures 

and emphasise the use of literature at the end of the process. 

• SGT guides researchers to apply open, axial and selective coding procedures and 

allow the use of literature at the early stages of the research process. 

Straussian Grounded Theory (SGT), according to Glaser (1992, 2001, 2012) in his various 

publications addresses that SGT is more focused on description rather than generating theory 

and also SGT compromises theoretical sensitivity.  

Based on Strauss and Corbin's (1990) main publication (which introduced SGT), these authors 

define themselves as pragmatic which involves a focus on the practicality of conducting 

research. Their proposed method focuses on using sources of problems and resolving them, 

looking at researchers as translators and focusing on the key processes of analysis and less 

on the idea of discovery (Strauss, 1987; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

Strauss and Corbin’s approach is more inclined towards process and the rigour of analysis to 

get results. Glaser (1992) sees their approach to be more descriptive qualitative research than 

an approach to building a theory grounded in data. Strauss and Corbin’s stance towards 

research and how they approach grounded theory is very pragmatic in nature. Based on 

Glaser’s view, rigid and enforced processes such as axial coding and the use of coding 

paradigms tend to force ideas onto the research process, which can jeopardise theoretical 

sensitivity and move away from abstraction. Much of the debate between Glaser and Strauss 

concerns how they approach the theory development process and how theoretical sensitivity 

is handled throughout the process. Some key differences are discussed later in this section: 
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Constructivist Grounded Theory 

Charmaz (2000) points out that the researchers using constructivist grounded theory takes on 

the role of relativist and subjectivist. Charmaz's (2000, 2003; Bryant and Charmaz, 2010) 

version of grounded theory emphasises the  ‘co-construction of data’ between  ‘the researcher 

and researched’. This notion itself directs constructivist grounded theory towards constructivist 

notions of knowledge and limits the use of grounded theory to other epistemological accounts 

of knowledge. Constructivist accounts of knowledge in research are built on the idea that 

knowledge is the result of social interactions between individuals, therefore, researchers are 

required to play an active role in the research process and can influence the data gathered 

(Denzin and Lincoln, 2011).  

Charmaz’s views and many supporters of constructivist grounded theory tend to place Glaser 

and Strauss within the positivist/post-positivist paradigms and call their versions of grounded 

theory ‘objectivist GT’ (Charmaz, 2000, 2014; Mills et al., 2006). However, Glaser and Strauss 

have always emphasised grounded theory as being neutral in terms of ontology and 

epistemology. Further, their debates are more focused on the procedures of grounded theory 

and not so much on the epistemological and/or ontological positioning. Glaser, regardless of 

his position, has always put emphasis on grounded theory as being a general methodology 

that fits all circumstances (Glaser, 2001). Strass and Corbin, on the other hand, have hinted 

their positioning as pragmatists but do not restrict their version of grounded theory to 

pragmatist positioning.  

Key Differences and Approaches 

Each version of grounded theory brings its own strengths and weaknesses, which allows a 

researcher to inductively approach the research field. The previous section highlighted the key 

positioning of different versions of grounded theory but, apart from the positioning and key 

arguments of philosophical differences, each version has its own differences in terms of the 

processes and how the research area should be investigated. 
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Table 2.2: Variations of grounded theory 
 

Classic Grounded 
Theory 

Straussian Grounded 
Theory  

Constructivist Grounded Theory  

Starting the research with 
an open mind 

Start with a general idea 
of research 

Begin with a review of the literature  

Focus on emergence 
using neutral questions 

Forcing general ideas 
with semi-structured or 
structured questions  

Constructing the data with interview 
questions that influence the 
conversation 

Working to build a 
conceptual theory  

Providing a conceptual 
description in the form 
of a theory 

Narrative description in a form of 
findings (storytelling, reflection on the 
viewed and the viewer) 

The theory is grounded in 
the data 

The theory is 
interpreted by an 
observer 

The theory is a product of interactions 
and involvement 

Grounding the theory in 
data delivers credibility 

Rigour of the methods 
delivers credibility  

The credibility of the theory comes 
from the degree of involvement of the 
researcher and participants 

The theory is discovered 
from data   

The theory is 
discovered by 
structuring the data  

Data is co-constructed to reveal 
findings and not much focus on 
theory development 

Use of Literature 

Delaying the literature 
review until the emergent 
theory is discovered 

Allows the use of 
literature at the start to 
identify the problem 

Starts with a review of the literature 

Literature is used as 
additional data and to 
position the theory within 
the existing literature  

Literature is used as 
data to help researchers 
identify areas of 
comparison 

Constant comparison with literature 
for validation and rejection. Putting 
data first 

Coding Process 

1. Substantive Coding  

• (Open + Selective 
Coding) 

2. Theoretical Coding 

1. Open Coding 
2. Axial Coding 
3. Selective Coding 

1. Initial Coding 
2. Focused Coding 
3. Theoretical Coding 

 

(Created by the author, based on extensive reading of Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 

1978,1998, 1992, 2001, 2002, 2012; Charmaz, 1990, 2003; Strauss and Corbin, 1990, 1 997, 

1998; Mil ls et al., 2006; Suddaby, 2006; Holton, 2009; Urquhart and Fernández, 2013; Evans, 

2013; Corbin and Strauss, 2014; Walsh et al., 2015)  

Table 2.2 illustrates the key features and differences of each grounded theory version and 

aims to address the confusion and identify the thinking and approach of each method. Looking 

at the key differences, CGT is more inclined towards theory development whereas the other 

two versions are more focused on following the key processes, tools and methods of GT to 

generate findings and not a theory per se. 
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2.2.4 Why Grounded Theory? 

Selecting from many qualitative research approaches, from case study to phenomenology 

research approaches, I decided to use grounded theory methodology to address my research 

aim. This was due to CGT’s ability to provide flexibility to the researchers, while also providing 

a systematic approach to data collection and analysis. Additionally, another appealing factor 

of CGT is the focus on conceptualisation which further allows creative thinking and uniqueness 

within the research process  (Charmaz 2003; Hussein et al. 2014). This is done by 

emphasising emergence, constant comparison, memoing and most importantly, encourages 

researchers to minimise preconceived ideas or concepts. However, this only true for classic 

grounded theory and not other versions. 

This is important and unique to CGT as it helps ground the research in data. The process of 

CGT enables the analysis of the data using creative thinking and inductive conceptualisation 

from data. As Glaser (1978, p.6) states, CGT constantly promotes thinking to a ‘myriad of new 

possibilities’ and further emphasises data depth to enable conceptualisation. Essentially, the 

conceptualisation of data in CGT is based on how the researcher sees and discovers concepts 

and how concepts are developed by the research. This idea of creative thinking fits the criteria 

mentioned in section 2.2.1 very well.  

Considering the endless debate on the different versions of grounded theory, Classic 

(Glaserian) version of grounded theory was selected to address the research area, notably, to 

address one of the objectives of developing a theory. Compared to other GT versions, CGT 

was considered to be more focused on conceptualisation and theory development, whereas 

other versions of GT emphasise the generation of descriptive findings, similar to other 

qualitative research methods. To further elaborate, CGT was selected mainly because: 

• CGT is unique as it focuses on abstraction, conceptualisation and discovery which 

allows the researcher to be unique and enables the fostering of individual creative 

thinking on the basis of the mantra, ‘all is data’.    
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• CGT requires research to avoid any preconceived ideas, which enable the researcher 

and the research to develop a theory that does not rely on existing ideas.  

• Unlike other research methodologies and other versions of grounded theory, CGT 

focuses on the conceptualisation and the development of concepts, rather than looking 

for descriptions.  A focus on conceptualisation was very appealing.  

These were the reasons that CGT was selected as opposed to other methods.  

2.3 Classic Grounded Theory Procedures 

The CGT process is much focused on conceptualisation and its guided by its key procedures.  

Inclusion of theoretical sensitivity, theoretical sampling and constant comparisons is what 

makes CGT unique and without it, the application of CGT is not possible. This section explains 

the procedures of CGT.  

2.3.1 CGT Terminology 

What follows is an explanation of the terminology used in CGT analysis. 

Incident: In simple terms, an incident is the empirical data that relates to specific codes or 

concepts in the analysis process.  

Code: Code refers to a specific ‘name, phrase or label’ given to an incident derived directly 

from the data. Codes are usually used as very basic conceptual tags to help name a pattern 

of behaviour 

Concept: Concept refers to an idea based on a collection of codes that help give meaning to 

individual codes. Categories and properties are also concepts. 

Property: This is defined as, ‘a conceptual aspect or element of a category’ (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967, p.36). In simple terms, they could be understood as a concept that relates to 

or explains a category.   
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Category: Category is usually understood as an abstract concept identified after grouping 

relevant initial codes together. They are described as standalone conceptual elements of a 

theory. 

Core Category: Core category is understood as the key concept that explains the study areas. 

Combinations between the core category and related categories ultimately develop the theory. 

2.3.2 Theoretical Sensitivity 

Theoretical sensitivity is seen to be a very important element of CGT. Theoretical sensitivity 

is seen to inform conceptualisation within the research process (Glaser, 1978, 1998, 2001, 

2003, 2005). Based on the degree of theoretical sensitivity, researchers’ give meaning to data, 

it helps to develop insights within data and using theoretical sensitivity researchers are able 

to separate concepts and insight which are of relevance to concepts and insights which are 

not of relevance (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). Theoretical sensitivity in research comes from 

the researcher’s personal and professional background, literature and the analytical 

processes involved in the research (Glaser, 1978; Strauss and Corbin, 1990). 

CGT emphasises on the importance of theoretical sensitivity throughout the research process. 

It represents the creative aspects of CGT. However, Glaser cautions researchers to be aware 

of theoretical sensitivity and how it affects the research process. He indicated that researchers 

undertaking CGT should set aside any preconceived ideas regarding the substantive area 

under investigation (Glaser, 1978). Past experiences and reviewing the literature early in the 

research process can seriously contaminate conceptualisation in the research process. Thus, 

it is advisable to start the research process with a lowermost degree of theoretical sensitivity 

and allow the analytical processes in the research to increase theoretical sensitivity in regards 

to the substantive area under investigation (Glaser, 1992, 1998). This allows the research to 

be sensitive towards the data by reducing pre-existing hypotheses and biases (Glaser, 1978; 

Mills et al., 2006). This aspect of setting aside preconceived ideas are often criticised by 

scholars. However, much of the criticism originates from the misconceptions that CGT requires 
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researchers to engage in the research process from a blank state (Clarke, 2005).  

Nevertheless, Glaser (1998), Strauss and Corbin (1990) and Charmaz (2014) have never 

stated such claims, and have supported the idea that starting the research with a blank state 

is not possible. Rather they make the suggestions of minimising preconceptions about the 

substantive area as much as possible, in order to stay open to the discovery of new concepts 

that are grounded in data.   

2.3.3 Constant Comparative Analysis and Theoretical Sampling  

Constant Comparative Analysis (CCA) and theoretical sampling are essential procedures 

required for CGT. Combination of CCA and theoretical sampling enables researchers to 

concurrently collect and analyse the data.  

• Theoretical sampling: Theoretical sampling is a process of where a collection of data 

is dependent on emergent concepts that are discovered from the data. Based on the 

emergent concepts, the researcher makes decisions on where to collect the data and 

what to investigate further in the research process. Theoretical sampling allows the 

research to only incorporate data that is relevant and appropriate to the substantive 

area (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Silverman, 2015).  

• Constant Comparison Analysis: CCA is undertaken in conjunction theoretical 

sampling and requires the researcher to make three types of comparisons, while 

simultaneously applying theoretical sampling (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1978; 

Glaser and Holton, 2004):  

1. Incidents are compared to other incidents: 

• This is done to ensure that each incident isn’t labelled, and similar 

incidents are coded similarly to stop data overwhelm. These are later 

developed into concepts and hypotheses.  

2. Concepts are compared to other incidents:  



29 

 

• This is done to expand upon concepts and discover more concepts and 

more hypotheses, in order to develop theoretical elaboration of 

concepts and their properties and lastly, to achieve saturation. 

3. Concepts are compared to other concepts: 

• This is done to establish the best fit of indicators to the concepts. 

Additionally, it is done to integrate concepts and form a theory. 

2.3.4 Memos 

Memos are considered to be one of the key components of CGT as they capture the key ideas 

and thoughts of the researcher. Memo writing is a process where the researcher writes down 

ideas related to the concepts and how they relate to each other Further, memos are important 

in the process of guiding the researcher towards theory generation. Memos are also key 

components that allow the researcher to implement creative thinking and provide flexibility and 

freedom during the analysis. Memos also allow for conceptualisation and theory development 

and if memos are not used then the research is not aligned with CGT. Memos can be drafted 

in any form, including sentences, paragraphs, diagrams and images. The purpose of memos 

is to indicate and relate to an idea developed from the analysis. Essentially, memos help to 

develop the emergent grounded theory GT. 

2.3.5 Coding Procedures 

Due to differences in the coding approaches of various GT versions, Birks and Mills (2015) 

simplified coding into three stages and highlight that coding is done differently at each stage 

(see figure 2.3). 



30 

 

 

Figure 2.3: Coding Stages and Key Differences 

(Source: Created by the author, based on Birks & Mil ls 2015; Heath & Cowley 2004)  

Glaser (1998) suggests that coding in CGT includes two types of coding procedures: 1) 

Substantive Coding and 2) Theoretical Coding. 

Substantive Coding 

Substantive coding is the first step in the coding process and is focused on conceptualising 

the substantive area under study. However, substantive coding consists of two processes, 

namely: open and selective coding.  

Open Coding 

Open coding is where the researcher starts, which requires the researcher to identify incidents 

within data. This requires the researcher to code the data in as many ways as possible, as 

Glaser (1978, p.56) coins it, ‘running the data open’. During open coding, researchers code 
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data line-by-line and compare incidents to develop concepts and categories. Glaser (1998, 

p.140) suggests that during open coding, researchers should ask the following questions (as 

quoted): 

• “What is this data a study of?  

• What category does this incident indicate? 

• What is actually happening in the data? 

• What is the main concern faced by the participants? 

• What accounts for the continual resolving of this concern?” 

Selective Coding 

The second step in substantive coding requires the researcher to move to selective coding.  It 

should be noted that selective coding in CGT is different from selective coding in SGT and 

occurs at different stages in the analysis process in different versions. Glaser (1992, p.75) 

mentions that selective coding starts when open coding ceases completely and open coding 

ceases when the main concern and core category is discovered. This is where the researcher 

delimits the coding to code only for the core category and related categories. 

At this stage, data collection and analysis is focused around the core category and continues 

until the points of saturation is reached (Glaser, 1978). 

Saturation: is understood as a concept within CGT, when the researcher reaches a point within 

the analysis when all emergent categories are fully accounted for and the research reaches 

theoretical completeness by the interchangeability of indicators. This means that the research 

has reached a point of fullness, after which the data collection process is stopped (Glaser, 

1998). 

Theoretical Coding 

Glaser (1978, p.72) states that ‘theoretical codes conceptualize how the substantive codes 

may relate to each other as hypotheses to be integrated into the theory. Theoretical coding is 
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focused on integrating substantive codes and theoretical codes help to interrelate concepts 

and categories together to form an integrated theory. 

2.4 Summary 

In this chapter I have provided explanations of my perspectives as a critical realist, further a 

detail discussion on why CGT was selected and reasons for rejecting other methodologies, 

additionally explanations of the CGT procedures and debates in grounded theory literature. 

Continuing from this chapter, the next chapter will discuss the methods used and details on 

how the grounded theory research was undertaken. 
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 Doing Grounded Theory 

This chapter discusses the research process followed while following CGT procedures. This 

chapter discusses the data collected and the ethical considerations considered. Moreover, in 

this chapter, I discuss how the research developed from the discovery of the main concern of 

the participants to the development of the emergent grounded theory, involving the process of 

open coding, selective coding, memo sorting, theoretical coding and writing up. 

3.1 Research Questions 

This research focuses on the substantive population of individuals who communicate on social 

media. As mentioned in section 1.2, the research originated out of curiosities and frustrations 

with the use of different forms of communication on social media such as emoji, stickers, GIFs 

etc. However, this gave rise to a broader interest in various forms of social media 

communication. This led to the following aims for this research: 

Aim: To explore forms of social media communication. 

Further, to achieve the aim and objective CGT methodology was selected. Although originally, 

I was not exploring issues for participants but later based on the tenets of CGT, The focus of 

the research shifted to identify the main concern and how the main concern was resolved by 

social media communicators. The developed research questions were as follows: 

• What issues are faced by social media communicators? 

• How are these issues resolved or processed? 

3.2 Starting the Research Process 

According to Hernandez and Andrews (2012, p.n.p), the ‘researcher begins the study with a 

desire to find out what is going on in a particular substantive area. The research problem is 

not preconceived prior to the study beginning’. I started my research to address the stated aim 

of the research. However, before starting the research and collecting data, it was a University 
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requirement that ethical approval was obtained before any research involving other people 

was conducted. In order to satisfy the University Ethics Committee, some ethical protocols 

were to be in place, specifically, an initial selection criterion was needed. Explanation of 

access to participants, practicalities of time and the situation and context of my study all had 

to be provided to the ethics committee before starting this research. details on Specific 

techniques for recruitment were needed to be developed and provided to gain ethical approval 

for my research. Having said that, I had to ensure my research aligned with CGT procedures.  

The later sections discuss the research approach followed for this research, namely, delaying 

the literature, data collection and sampling. 

3.2.1 Delaying the Literature Review 

Based on the idea of theoretical sensitivity and allowing the theory to emerge from data initially 

in a CGT research, it was considered important to delay the literature review, so that the 

existing literature did not influence the concepts or thought processes of the present study: to 

quote Glaser & Strauss (1967, p.37): 

“An effective strategy is, at first, literally to ignore the literature of theory and fact on 

the area under study, in order to assure that the emergence of categories will not be 

contaminated by concepts more suited to different areas”. 

Following the CGT procedure, I decided to delay conducting any literature review for the study 

to ensure I kept my theoretical sensitivity as minimal as possible. By engaging in a literature 

review early, I was concerned that existing theories, concepts and framework in the literature 

may influence my thinking processes. Additionally, I did not want to assume my research 

belonged in a specific area of the literature or discipline. I wanted to stay open to all 

possibilities whereas aligning my research to specific areas or disciplines could be considered 

‘forcing’ and could contaminate theoretical sensitivity and my ability to develop unique insights. 

Literature in CGT is used later to address the emergent theory for comparison and used as 
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additional data for CCA. Therefore, I decided to delay the literature review until the point where 

an initial theory grounded in data was developed.  

3.2.2 Data Collection Methods 

Given this research aimed to address forms of social media communication. I was immediately 

drawn to considering different social media communication tools available on various social 

media platforms, as I saw this to be the most logical option for data collection. Nevertheless, 

the CGT literature does not talk about working with internet-based data or social media 

communication. social media research is very new whereas much of the key CGT texts were 

published before the emergence of social media.  

A key text for using the internet in qualitative research is the work of Mann and Stewart (2000). 

They suggest specific methods and techniques for online research; predominately highlighting 

the importance of online observations and interviews as key methods of data collection. 

Further, Markham (2010) indicates the relevance of using the internet and highlights that the 

internet can help to understand, ‘interaction and performance of identity and community’ 

(p.116). 

In terms of internet-based research methods, both Mann and Stewards and Markham agree 

that online observations are useful in understanding the different patterns of behaviours of 

users on the internet and allow the researcher to understand what is going on and develop 

insights into the phenomenon more effectively. Using online observations, the research can 

discover insights that may have been overlooked while interviewing. Further, interviews can 

also be useful for the same purpose, but they are very much dependent on developing insights 

based on what the interviewee says. Therefore, interviews alone may not provide sufficient 

insights into patterns of behaviour.  

While considering methods of online observations (based on discussions of internet-based 

research methods provided by Mann and Stewards and Markham text) as the sources of data 

collection for my research, I also considered discussions in CGT literature concerning the use 
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of observations as a method of data collection. In terms of observations as a method of data 

collection, Glaser (1998, p.109) cautioned researchers and highlighted that ‘In grounded 

theory, there is no such thing as observation without interviews to give them meaning. The 

reverse is also true; interviews without some observation are not embodied by behaviour and 

in this regard not as grounded in meaning’. Observations and interviews are to be used 

together to allow researchers to induce meaning and develop wider insights into the 

phenomenon. This approach can be relevant, suitable and modifiable.  

Due to the arguments present in internet-based research methods and CGT literature, I 

decided to start the research using two main methods of data collection: online observations 

and interviews. Further, consistent with CGT procedures, both online observations and 

interviews were unstructured and more details in this respect are discussed in later sections.  

3.2.2.1 Unstructured Non-Participant Online Observations 

Hesse-Biber and Johnson (2015) highlighted that online data can allow researchers to identify 

and reveal patterns of behaviours of individuals and further it can help to provide outlooks on 

social processes of individuals. Silva (2012) suggested that when undertaking research online 

using online observation a researcher must consider three elements: 

• Structured vs Unstructured online observations: collecting data and undertaking 

research using either predefined theoretical framework or being open to exploration 

without any predefine ideas 

• Participant vs Non-participant online observations: collecting and undertaking research 

by either being involved in online activities or conducting observations from a distance 

without any involvement. Consideration of the degree of interaction needs to be made. 

• Direct vs Indirect online observations: if the researcher is involved in online activities 

then a decision has to be taken off either by directly involving them in the activities or 

indirectly influencing the research process. 
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Considering theoretical sensitivity and being open to discovering insights, online observations 

needed to incorporate emergence within their application and, in order to stay consistent to 

CGT procedure, the following measures were taken: 

1. Keeping aligned with the idea of being open to discovery, I decided to use unstructured 

online observations as opposed to structured methods. This is because structured 

observations had the potential to force the data. 

2. Any involvements of the researcher in the online activities were avoided during the 

research process as it had the potential to influence patterns of behaviours of the 

participants (Joinson et al., 2009). Any form of involvements would be considered an 

instance of forcing as involvement could influence the participants and affect the 

research process. I, therefore, avoided any kind of direct and indirect involvement in 

social media communication and I did not have any involvement in the communications 

taking place on social media as a researcher. Rather, I simply observed the 

communication of the participants. It was important to conduct observations in natural 

settings and conceptualise based on emerging patterns of behaviours. 

For the purpose of using online observations as a method of data collection, all online 

interactions were considered within social media. These included online activities in relation 

to exchanges of text, emoji, GIFs; and sharing of photos, web links, videos, hashtags. All of 

these were used to analyse and develop concepts. Online observation included Facebook, 

WhatsApp and Instagram.  

Translations of Online Observations 

In addition to non-verbal elements of conversations, online observations within social media 

consisted of written text-based conversations. Conversations on social media not only 

consisted of text-based on English language but also consisted of non-English text such as 

Arabic, Spanish, Greek, Hindi, Urdu and Romanian. Initially, this was a hurdle as it was difficult 



38 

 

to understand what the conversations were about. However, in order to understand the 

conversations, translations were undertaken.  

Translations were undertaken based on guidelines suggested by David Crystal (2010). He 

indicated that in the process of translation, consideration must be made about the ‘source’ and 

‘target’ language. Source language consists of the language in which the conversation actual 

taken placed in. Target language consists of the language in which the translator aims to 

covert the conversation. In the present case, source languages consisted of Arabic, Spanish, 

Greek, Hindi, Urdu and Romanian and these were further converted into English as the final 

targeted language.   

Use of non-English conversation was important, as the participants belonged to different 

backgrounds, cultures and groups. Further, the inclusion of participants from diverse 

backgrounds allowed me to develop broader insights into the substantive area under study.  

Being an English speaker and conducting research in English I wanted to understand the 

meaning of the text being exchanged in online activities. The purpose of translations was to 

develop the meaning behind the text being exchanged in foreign languages. However, further, 

in order to ensure the meaning of foreign languages were translated accurately, translation of 

the same text was undertaken twice by separate individuals. Ethical considerations of 

anonymity and data protection were undertaken during the translation process. The process 

of translation was as follows: 

• Step 1: the participants were asked to provide translation for their own social media 

posts that they agreed to share, and participants only translated the posts that were 

selected for the online observation. 

• Step 2: participants were asked to provide consent for allowing another external 

translator to translate the social media data 
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• Step 3: After gaining consent from the participant, the social media data was 

anonymised (pictures and names were blurred and hidden). This was done to ensure 

that individuals were not identifiable in the social media data to the external translator. 

• Step 4: Anonymised data was given to the external translator for translations 

• Step 5: Once the translations were completed by the participant and the external 

translator, both of the translated social media data were compared. After the 

comparison, the English versions of the social media data was used to conceptualise 

and analyse the social media data.  

3.2.2.2 Unstructured Interviews 

In the initial stages of CGT research, Glaser (1978, 1998) very much favours the use of 

conversational unstructured interviews. Such an approach to interviewing is seen to allow 

concepts to emerge rather than being forced onto the research process. Further, it allows the 

participants to discuss their experiences about the substantive area and discourages 

impositions of ideas on to the interviewees. This approach to interviewing enables the 

researchers to explore topics based on the perspectives of the participants and discover 

unexplored areas (Van Enk, 2009). Additionally, it is important for the researcher to listen and 

allow the participants to discuss as much as possible about their experiences. Interview 

discussions should focus on participants’ perspectives and not on interviewer’s opinions or 

experiences. 

The interviews for the present research were guided by theoretical sampling, which means 

that subsequent interviews were conducted based on previous concepts and insights 

discovered within the data (Ball et al., 2014). Questions constantly change based on the 

emergent theory. Due to this, the interviews involve minimal guidance of the participant to 

avoid the imposition of emergent concepts. Glaser (2001, p.174) has suggested that all 

interviews are guided based on the concepts discovered during the research process. Thus, 

questions are emergent and are to be used for a few participants only and not all participants. 
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Dividing Interviews into Two Phases 

Due to the nature of this research, the interviews were divided into two phases. 

First Phase: The first part of the interview consisted of general questions about the 

participants’ point of views on insights developed during theoretical sampling and CCA. Also, 

it was important that I asked open and neutral questions, so as not to enforce ideas. The 

interviews were approached in a conversational style, where certain points of discussion were 

not forced onto the participants. Rather, the participants revealed them and led the 

conversations. My role as the interviewer was to listen and develop insights. The following 

questions were asked:  

• Can you tell me about yourself? 

• What are your thoughts regarding communication on social media?  

• Do you face any problems when communicating on social media? If yes, can you 

elaborate? 

• How do you resolve this problem?  

Second Phase: The second part of the interview was more focused on asking questions 

relating to the social media posts collected and analysed before the interview. The questions 

asked in this phase were targeted to understand what is happening in the social media posts 

from the perspective of the participant and the questions were again asked in a conversational 

style, with elements of neutrality within the questions. The second phase is important not only 

for allowing room for emergence but also to develop insights and concepts based on 

participants’ perspectives. In this phase, participants are shown their own social media posts 

and asked the following questions: 

• Can you tell me what is going in this post? 

• Who are the people involved in this conversation thread? 

• Can you explain this emoji/sticker/picture/GIF?  



41 

 

3.2.2.3 Data collected for this study 

In beginning, I did not think much about how many participants I would collect data from, as I 

did not encounter many studies that approached research in the way I was approaching my 

research, a combination of online observation and interview was not common, so it seemed 

in the beginning. After having some discussion with my colleagues and supervisors I had an 

expectation of collecting data from 25-30 participants. However, the use of theoretical 

sampling meant that predefining a sample size would be a form of forcing. Therefore, I decided 

to abandon such expectations.  

Initially, when starting the data collection process, I created a sample selection criterion. The 

initial sample selected for this research had to meet the sample selection criterion (discussed 

in 3.2.1). However, it is very important to note that later participants were selected using 

theoretical sampling. The participants were not pre-selected. Participants for the research 

were selected based on their interactions and usage on social media. In total 21 participants 

took part in the research and data collection stopped once theoretical saturation was reached. 

Interviews and online observations were undertaken for each participant. Online observations 

consisted of observing messages exchanged in social media platforms such as Facebook, 

WhatsApp and Instagram. Online observations were conducted based on relevance. I looked 

at social media comments and posts made by participants and I started to make notes and 

focused on how communication was taking placed on social media. Although all conversations 

seemed relevant, conversation and posts were selected based on the conversations having a 

mixture of various forms of social media such as Emoji, GIF, stickers etc. Approximately, 10-

15 threads of conversations and posts were selected from each participant’s social media 

platforms. Later the selected social media conversations and posts were used in the interviews 

to develop insights from the perspective of the participants. 

An overview of the research process can be seen in figure 3.1 
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Figure 3.1 The Research Process 

(Source: Created by the author, published in Ahmed and Haag (2016) )  

I started the research process with low theoretical sensitivity (indicated in purple in figure 3.1). 

Further, to start the research process, the first participant is asked to provide his consent, 

allowing me to conduct online observations of their social media data. Later, I analysed the 

social media data using open coding procedures to generate descriptions of possible 

concepts. Additionally, I created memos which captured possible insights and ideas related to 

the substantive area of social media communication. After completing the analysis of online 

observations of the first participant. I developed some insights in terms of social media 

communication. Following this, I went onto conducting the interview with the same participant. 

The interview questions were based on the emergent concepts and categories developed from 

open coding of online observations. The interview helped to provide more depth to the 

analysis, which further helped to generate more concepts. Moreover, subsequent data 

collection and analysis followed the same steps where each collected online observation and 

interview were based on previously discovered emergent concepts and categories. Memos 

were created throughout the research process to capture insights and ideas developed during 

the research process. Additionally, concepts and categories are constantly compared to 
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further develop insights. This allowed me to increase theoretical sensitivity related to the 

substantive area of social media communication. Theoretical sensitivity increases as the 

research progress 

3.2.3 Ethical Considerations 

As a researcher at the University of Bedfordshire, I was obliged to follow University research 

ethics policies and procedures (see Appendix 1), Additionally, I consulted social media-based 

ethics guidelines provided by Townsend and Wallace (2016) and Eynon et al. (2008). At the 

time of doing this research, the ethical policies on social media research at the University were 

not so clear.  

 

 

Figure 3.2 Social Media Ethics Framework 

(Source: Townsend and Wallance, 2016)  
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Townsend and Wallace (2016) provided an ethics framework for social media research on 

how researchers undertaking social media should approach ethics. As shown in figure 3.1, 

the framework requires the researcher to undergo three main steps. Following the suggested 

steps, I addressed the ethics in the following manner: 

Legal Concerns:  

• Platforms’ Terms and Conditions: In this research, I initially started the research with 

Facebook posts and comments as data but later, based on theoretical sampling, 

including WhatsApp and Instagram in the research process. The Terms and 

Conditions of all three platforms give ownership of posts and comments to the users. 

Users here refers to people posting and/ or reading on the platform. Further users are 

free to make the post and comment either private or public, which changes the visibility 

of the post. Any publicly available post is considered open to public use. The link to 

the Terms and Conditions consulted for each platform are as follows:  

o Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/terms.php. 

o Instagram:https://www.instagram.com/about/legal/terms/before-january-19-

2013/. 

o WhatsApp: https://www.whatsapp.com/legal/#terms-of-service. 

• Institutional Guidelines: Working in the University of Bedfordshire, I consulted and 

followed the University of Bedfordshire guidelines as shown in Appendix 1. Following 

the University requirements on ethics, I did the following: 

o Integrity: I aimed to conduct my research in the most rigorous and professional 

manner as possible by following the guidelines of CGT and further guidance 

provided by my supervision team. Credit is given to all parties where necessary 

in the thesis. 

https://www.facebook.com/terms.php
https://www.instagram.com/about/legal/terms/before-january-19-2013/
https://www.instagram.com/about/legal/terms/before-january-19-2013/
https://www.whatsapp.com/legal/#terms-of-service


45 

 

o Plagiarism: All parties are acknowledged under the acknowledgement section 

of the thesis and the work is thoroughly referenced to indicate the authorship 

of ideas and data. 

o Conflict of Interest: There was no conflict of interest in this research, neither 

financial nor professional.  

o Data Handling: All data collected was recorded and kept as per the requirement 

of the Research Institute, properly stored on my personal computer and 

password protected, in accordance with University regulations on data 

handling. And is required to destroyed after the completion of the PhD award. 

o Supervision and Health and Safety: The research did not include the 

supervision of any staff, students or additional participants and I was not in any 

situation that required health and safety checks. 

Privacy and Risk 

• Participants’ Awareness of Observations: Before collecting social media data, all 

participants were made aware that social media would be collected from their personal 

profiles on different social media accounts. Additionally, all participants were asked to 

provide their consent by signing the consent form. Information sheet and consent form 

were used to make participants aware of guidelines relevant to their participants (an 

example of the consent form can be seen in Appendix 3).  

• Vulnerable Participants: I did not identify or approach any vulnerable participants, even 

if they fitted the research aims. 

• Sensitive Subject Matter: This research aimed to address social media communication 

and some conversations were sensitive and also private. All participants were asked 

beforehand if such conversations could be used for the purposes of the research. 

Conversations and posts that participants did not want to share were excluded. i.e. use 

of twitter was omitted as some participants did not want to share their twitter accounts 
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Publication and Reuse 

• Anonymity: Participants’ names and identities were kept anonymous in all publications, 

including this thesis. Participants were given an Identification and Identification were 

used when making references to the participants. Further, when showing and including 

the social media posts and comments, all names and pictures were blurred out from 

the thesis or publications. 

• Publishing and Sharing Data Sets: All participants were informed beforehand that all 

social media data collected would be used for academic research. Participants 

provided their consent and allowed the data to be used and published (see Appendix 

3). 

3.3 The Initial Phase 

I started the research process with an interest in ‘forms of social media communication’, as 

stated initially in section 1.2. However, the research did not start with an aim to address a 

research problem like most social research.  

According to Glaser (1978, 1992, 1998; Tan, 2010), the research problem should not be 

defined at the beginning of the research, rather, the research problem is discovered from the 

data and emerges from the researcher’s theoretical sensitivity and openness towards the data. 

Therefore, I decided not to have a specific research problem for that matter, rather, the broader 

problem of identifying what was going on was the focus of the study in the beginning. 

Glaser stated in a trouble-shooting seminar that (Glaser, 2010), ‘grounded theory is a study of 

a concept, it is not a descriptive study of a descriptive problem, it’s a study of a concept’. With 

that in mind, the research problem in grounded theory is situated in the data and, as grounded 

theory researchers, we do not know what we are studying until we have completed a 

significant amount of data collection and analysis. Ng & Hase (2008) also acknowledge that 

grounded theory starts with a research interest and aim to discover the main concern later. 

The aim is mainly to discover the patterns of behaviour(s) in a given research situation. 
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Following CGT procedures and guidelines, I decided to plan how I would approach my first 

participants for my research.  

3.3.1 Consideration for the Initial Sample 

Before starting the data collection process, I needed to decide where to start the data 

collection, as I needed to ensure I approached relevant participants with experience of social 

media communication. Additionally, attention was given to issues related to ethics (as 

discussed previously in section 3.2.3) and CGT procedures. The following considerations 

were identified before collecting the first sample for the research:  

• I initially decided to only select participants that were in easy reach and those who 

were willing to be contacted, engage and give their time.  

• I initially decided to only select one specific social media platform for my research but 

later, more social platforms were included. I chose one platform to start with because 

I needed to start from somewhere. Additionally, I also had to consider the ethical 

implications of research (discussed in detail in section 3.2.3) and Facebook seem to 

be most appropriate as it is the most popular social media platform of the time. As 

mentioned, the Terms and Conditions of Facebook state that Facebook pages and 

public groups on Facebook are public spaces and can be seen and used by anyone.  

3.3.2 Establishing Trust 

The first challenge I had to overcome was that of the recruitment of participants. The initial 

thought was to recruit participants by distributing flyers and give them to individuals in the 

University and other areas. I decided to go and print flyers. In the initial phase, I distributed 

some flyers at my first presentation at the University Winter Conference in 2015, however, I 

did not get any response from the distributed flyers. I then distributed more flyers in the 

University but again I received no response. However, after speaking to a few individuals, I 

was made aware that since Facebook profiles have some personal content, a lot of individuals 

were not willing to share their information even for research purposes. Therefore, I had to 
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change my strategy of recruitment. I needed to build trust with participants, so I could gain 

access to data or I needed to select participants who trusted me as a researcher.  

Lyon (2012) highlights the importance of building trust to gain access to potential participants 

when conducting qualitative research. So, at the start of the research, personal connections 

were used to collect the sample. A colleague agreed and consented to share his Facebook 

conversations and agreed to be interviewed for my research. The colleague also fitted the 

initial sample requirement stated in the previous section.  

However, as the research moved forward it was identified that social ties play an important 

role in social media communication. Individuals who were willing to share personal Facebook 

conversations were individuals with whom I had social media/Facebook connections. 

Therefore, a decision was made to include participants who trusted me as a researcher and 

were connected to my Facebook profile. 

However, at every stage, it was important to consider that having selected personal 

connections to take part in the research, bias could creep into the research process. However, 

the bias in CGT is approached differently as indicated in CGT publications (Glaser, 1998). It 

is suggested that biases are to be considered as they emerge in the research process. And 

such things should be considered as another variable in the research process. Further, biases 

are not be considered in advanced, rather should emerge like any other variable. 

3.3.3 Taping and Transcribing Interviews 

Taping and transcribing interviews in CGT is not recommended, rather, field notes are 

generally preferred. Glaser talks specifically about how taping and transcribing can affect the 

research, to quote (Glaser, 1998):  

• Taping forestalls and delays theoretical sampling (p.108) 

• It takes time to transcribe tapes by oneself and/or others (p.108) 
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• Taping gives the researcher slow data collection and too much unnecessary data 

(p.109) 

• Taping postpones theoretical sampling and analysis (p.112) 

Reading these quotations seen above, my immediate reaction was not to record or transcribe 

any interviews. CGT is focused on conceptualisation and much of the discussion in CGT 

literature on taping and transcribing suggests this can be time-wasting, cause delays and slow 

down the process of the research. However, after consulting some books on taping and 

transcriptions (Seidman, 2006; Miles et al., 2013) and discussing it with my colleagues and 

supervisors, I found transcription to be a reliable tool and very helpful in the research process.  

Although there are varying opinions in the literature on taping and transcribing, Seidman 

(2006) provided convincing arguments and highlighted that: taping can provide direct access 

to the data, help a detailed examination of responses, identify the precise words of participants 

and recording can be used for accuracy and the clarification of details in-depth if required. 

Further, tapes and transcriptions are considered as records of interviews in research, which 

was an appealing factor for me.  

In addition to the literature on taping and transcribing, there was a University requirement that 

all PhD students must submit evidence of data to the Research Degree Committee (RDC) at 

the submission stages. I decided to digitally record and transcribe all interview data. All 

transcriptions and recordings were useful as they served the following purpose: 

• ‘Sources of data for remembering’ any missing ideas which I can come back to if 

needed.  

• Transcriptions and taping were also seen as ‘sources of data evidence and proof’, 

which can be submitted to reviewers and RDCs to allow them to check the accuracy 

of claims in the research. 

• Transcriptions were also seen as important for submission of qualitative papers to 

peer-review journals, so quotations of participants can be included in qualitative paper 
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publications, thus seeing the transcriptions as ‘sources of data evidence for meeting 

publication requirements. 

Based on such views, I decided to take on the challenge of delayed, stalled and slow data 

collection and analysis, as stated by Glaser, in favour of transcribing and taping. However, 

this decision did affect me terribly. I faced the same issues that Glaser warned about and 

found that taping allowed me to have breaks and come back to the data at any time. However, 

the issues of data where overwhelming and time and creative blocks are discussed in the next 

section 3.3.4. There were also issues faced due to the decision to transcribe and tape the 

interviews. 

3.3.4 Using and Abandoning NVivo 11 Software 

During the start of the research process, I started my research using NVivo 11, a type of 

Computer-Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS), which is used to help with 

the data analysis process. I decided to make use of the software as my supervisory team and 

many of my colleagues assured me that using the software is the best way forward. However, 

at the start I completely ignored Glaser’s arguments on using CAQDAS for CGT (Glaser, 

2003), given that his arguments are over a decade old and more researchers are adopting 

CAQDAS for PhD theses and qualitative research in general. Some pros and cons for 

CAQADAS as highlighted by John and Johnson (2004) include: 

Pros: 

• CAQDAS can help researchers be efficient by aiding manual and clerical tasks, cutting 

down on multiple copying, cutting, pasting and filing etc. A computer can replace file 

cabinets, which can hold data files. 

• CAQDAS can be seen to provide flexibility and complexity, as data can be easily 

coded, recoded, deleted or merged and words or sentences can be coded multiple 

times without having multiple copies. The software also provides functions such as the 

linking of various data and file types for more complex analysis.  
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• CAQDAS can help increase validity and rigour in the research process, as data 

examination can be more complete by allowing researchers to code and analyse the 

data in multiple ways. Further, the software makes the analysis process more explicit 

and develops an audit trail to establish credibility and provide validity in the research 

process.  

Cons:  

• The use of CAQDAS may direct the researcher to focus on quantity and obtain large 

amounts of data, which may not be necessary for the purposes of the research. The 

researcher may have large amounts of data and they might not be able to read or 

analyse them all. Further, the researcher can fall into the trap of generating large 

numbers of codes without concentrating on developing meaning and conceptual 

understanding from the data. As John and Johnson (2004, p.395) quote, ‘with so many 

codes, researchers can have problems recalling them all as they code and analyse 

data and may not be able to see the conceptual ‘forest’ for the coding ‘trees’.’ 

• CAQDAS can be a source of distraction for researchers, as researcher analyse, code, 

sort and file data in the software while using functionalities of the software. This 

approach must be used cautiously as it can cause the research to be driven by the 

software, rather than the researcher, which does not necessarily equate to meaningful 

analysis or generate meaningful outcomes for the research. 

• CAQDAS to date are developed on the idea that all qualitative data analysis is focused 

on the coding and retrieval of data. This is problematic as coding and retrieval are just 

some of the many aspects of qualitative data analysis. Researchers using CAQDAS 

may favour the coding and retrieval of data in the analysis process only.  

I attended training courses for the CAQDAS software and became quite effective in using it. 

At the start, NVivo seemed to be the best way of organising online observations of social 

media posts and interview transcripts and for generating codes. I had positive views of the 
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software as it seemed it would make the research process more efficient and effective. 

Unfortunately, after using NVivo for 2 to 3 participants, I started to notice a few issues for the 

purposes of data analysis. I was faced with some problems which other researchers warned 

about (Glaser, 2003; John and Johnson, 2004; Miles et al., 2013), for example: 

1. I ended up collecting and analysing large sets of online observations and transcribing 

interviews and it really wasted many weeks of my time. It also became very tedious. 

Further, NVivo made the coding process easy and seamless and I generated over 300 

codes without giving much thought to the meaning. It seemed like I was generating an 

endless number (although it was endless in reality) of in-vivo codes (these are code 

that uses the exact words taken from the text as labels for the codes).  

2. At the start, all I was doing was dragging and dropping items into NVivo nodes and I 

found this to be very robotic in nature. This meant that a lot of the process focused on 

descriptive codes and not so much conceptualisation. 

3. The constant comparison between data sets became harder as I was required to 

continuously change screens if I wanted to go back to the previous data incident. This 

constant shifting from one screen to another became very frustrating and annoying. In 

order to code in NVivo, I had to first upload all my interview transcripts and collected 

social media posts and then code the data by highlighting areas in the transcriptions 

and posts. I ended up having to deal with large sets of data, without realising I was 

focused on achieving full data coverage, which is not required for CGT. 

Given the problems faced, I decide to code and continue the analysis manually. I printed out 

hard copies of online observations, notes, transcripts and previously generated NVivo codes. 

This dramatically increased the speed of the analysis and memo generation improved. 

However, NVivo was not abandoned completely, rather, I used NVivo to log all new memos 

generated, stored translations and kept all the raw data sets in one place. NVivo became 

effective for the purpose of storage of data, memos and list of codes.   
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3.4 Open Coding Part 1: The Main Concern 

I started the data collection by collecting online observations. It was quite challenging to code 

them at first because it was my first time doing any research and I was not sure what should I 

focus on; rather CGT, procedures require researchers to start the research with openness. 

Therefore, I decided to focus on everything that was relevant to the forms of social media 

communication. From the reading of Glaser’s series of books on CGT, I interpreted the 

concept of relevance  by asking the following questions (Glaser, 1998, p.25): 

• What category does this incident indicate? 

• What property of what category does this incident indicate? 

• What is the main concern of the participants? 

3.4.1 Freewheeling Through Data 

In the initial stages of the research process, I was simply focusing on everything; ‘freewheeling’ 

through the data in order to develop insights relevant to social media communication. Looking 

at everything in the data allowed me to develop different ideas about communication on social 

media and helped me see non-verbal communication such as emoji as not merely pictures of 

expressions but rather, I started to see them as something ‘more’. Despite this, at that stage 

that something ‘more’ was still unclear. Also, in the initial stages, I was challenged about the 

idea of staying open to everything by my colleagues and reviewers and I was told to focus the 

study to a specific area and align the research to the pre-existing theory. I was constantly 

criticised and even told at some stages that, ‘you don’t know what you’re doing’.  

Sticking with CGT procedures and remembering the reading of CGT literature, I went ahead 

anyway and argued, defended and even ignored the criticism of colleagues and reviewers, in 

favour of following CGT procedures and believing in Glaser’s publications and instructions on 

application of CGT. Glaser’s writing provided assurance to me in the early stages of the 

research, as Glaser (1998, p.160) mentions that, ‘Sometimes a researcher starts off with no 
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unit in mind. He just pursues his substantive area. He freewheels, as he can go anywhere for 

data’. However, following the freewheeling and open coding, the first idea emerged; a possible 

unit to focus on. 

3.4.2 Development from First Online Observation and Interview 

Initially, I started with online observations and focused on making sense of non-verbal social 

media communication in the social media data collected from the participants. Open coding 

and the memo development process started from the first online observation. However, I 

ended up with lots of open codes which were confusing at first sight and it was unclear how I 

could make sense of most of the codes and turn into meaningful categories at first. 

The first online observation consisted of Facebook data and WhatsApp conversations in 

relevance to non-verbal social media communication. The conversation threads included 

emoji, only 1 GIF and the rest of it was text. As such, the ideas that developed at the start 

focused around the use of emoji and GIFs in conversations and based on that, I generated a 

few codes specific to emoji and GIFs (see Table 3.1). 

Table 3.1: Examples of Codes Generated during First Online Observations 
 

Emoji GIF 

Codes Data Incidents Code Data Incident 

• Cool 

• Thumbs up 

 

• Eid 
Mubarak 

• Religious 
celebration 

• Houses 

• Trees 

• Moon 

• Building/ 
Mosque  

• Laugh 

• Happy 

• Joking 

• Funny/Joking 

 

 

• Love and 
affection 

• Loving and 
caring  

 

 
 

 
• Angel 

• Heavenly 
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From the completed online observation, it was still unclear as to what was going on, or what 

the main concern for the participants was at this stage and that is why interviews were 

important in the research process. I decided to focus my first interviews on figuring out what 

all the data meant and focusing on what was going on in the data and what the main concerns 

of participants were. 

The first interview was very challenging as it was my first time conducting any sort of qualitative 

interview. Moreover, I took Glaser’s (2001) advice on using a conversational style of interviews 

as a method of data collection and stayed open to ideas.  

Phase 1 of the Interview 

In the first phase of the interview, I was cautious about not imposing ideas onto the 

participants, so I mainly asked questions about the participant’s thoughts on communication 

on social media. I also discussed issues around forms of communication on social media (the 

questions can be seen in section 3.2.2.2). 

The questioning in the first phase of the interview helped to me develop a few insights relevant 

to miscommunications, features of social media platforms and why participants use social 

media platforms.   

Phase 2 of the Interview 

The second phase of the interview focused on asking the participants about their’ 

conversations on social media platforms. I asked them to describe the conversations and 

posts and different elements of the conversation such as emoji, stickers and GIFs.  

In this phase of the interview, the participants explained different events and happenings in 

relevance to the conversations. This helped me to develop further insights, which included 

insights about associations the participant had with people in their social media network, how 

the participant understood different comments made by people in their network and how they 

used and understood features of social media that helped them to communicate with others.      



56 

 

The interview helped gain further insights into the social media conversation, as it helped to 

put the certain elements of the conversation into perspective. For example, the thumbs-up 

emoji ( ) originally coded as ‘cool’ and ‘thumbs up’ was further developed to indicate 

‘showing respect’ and ‘agreeing’. Also, an important discovery at the early stage was that, in 

order to incorporate various non-verbal aspects of communication, the participant was using 

visual features available on social media platform such as emoji and GIFs to indicate facial 

and emotional expressions and illustrate ideas, which was not possible through text. However, 

it was also identified at this stage that visual features such as emoji and GIFs can have multiple 

meanings. For example, a ‘smiley’ emoji ‘ ’ can be interpreted as ‘happy’ or ‘love’ or 

‘laughing’ or ‘smiling’. Following such insights, I developed various memos (see table 3.2 for 

an example memo) to capture such ideas, which were used later in the CGT process.    

Table 3.2: Initial Memo Examples 
 

Memo: Function of Emoji and GIFs 
Emoji and GIFs can be used as:  

• Facial and Emotional 
Expression 

• Illustration of ideas 

• Symbolism/emblem for things 

Memo: Images as Associations/Metaphor 
Visual images such as emoji and GIFs in some 
cases are used as associations or metaphors for 
certain text, situation and ideas.  

 
For example, you can associate an emoji of a 
‘laughing face with tears’ to joking or comedy or just 
laugh really hard in general. 

 

3.4.3 The Main Concern 

As I moved along the research process, I started to collect, code and analyse more and more 

data. I developed various codes, concepts, categories and ideas as the process started to 

move forward and generated over 300 codes and concepts. There were many codes that I 

could not relate properly in the beginning but were developed from the analysis as in-vivo 

codes, descriptive codes and concepts. Some example of codes and concepts included: 

‘storytelling’, ‘open with family’, shocked, importance of behaviour, respecting others, 

situational.  Some example of codes and emergent concepts can be seen in Appendix 5.  
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The terms used for the codes and concepts were based on the conceptual ideas present in 

the data. For example, ‘open with family’ related to the categories of personality; ‘respecting 

others’ related to personality but also to associations. Along the coding process, various 

tentative hypotheses were developed, which were further validated and rejected during the 

research process.  

These were further validated and rejected in the ongoing data collection and analysis process. 

However, having numerous codes and categories, I was still unclear about the main concern 

of the participants. As participants described their experiences of communicating on social 

media, they seemed to mention a lot of issues faced when communicating on social media. 

Examples of issues experienced by the participants included: 

• Confusion: Text and various non-verbal elements were seen as confusing at times as 

participants were not sure why or what the emoji/sticker/GIF represented. 

• Time Delay in Communication: In many instances during the interviews, participants 

discussed issues related to when the message is received and the amount of time the 

sender takes to reply.  

• Miscommunication of Message: Participants indicated that in some cases when they 

add an emoji, sticker or GIF in a conversation and send it, the receiver might not 

receive it or the way it appears on the receiver’s phone might look different. Therefore, 

the message is represented differently at times.  

I identified various issues related to communication on social media and developed various 

memos in relations to the issues that participants were discussing. However, after reaching 

the sixth interview, I started to see one common pattern emerge among the participants. This 

was to do with the issues within social media communication, which included issues about 

confusion, time delay and representation. As social media communicators, participants 

wanted to make sure messages are sent and received without any issues. A memo (see table 
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3.3) on effective communication was developed to capture the issues faced by the 

participants.  

Table 3.3: Memo on Effective Communication 
 

Effective communication was difficult for participants on social media.  
Conversations on social media were seen as confusing at times as there was at times 
difficulty in completely understanding what the sender was trying to communicate.  
When discussing the use of social media, the interviews at times led to discussions on 
features of social media, issues with mobile connectivity and certain visual features of the 
platforms not appearing properly on their devices.  

 
Issues also included in relation to the people involved in the conversation threads, 
At times, participants mentioned they were better able to communicate with people they 
‘know’ and interact with on a regular basis, whereas they struggled to communicate with 
people they do not know and have less interaction with.  

 

Based on the memo and issues participants discussed, I perceived that the main concern of 

the participants was being effective in communication.  

I wrote about the main concern identified at this stage and sent a draft to my supervisor (Dr 

Tom Andrews) for feedback. At this point, he raised a few questions in relation to 

‘effectiveness’ being the main concern and was not convinced. Based on the emails, I 

developed a memo (see table 3.4) to further capture the ideas and thoughts of the participants. 

 Table 3.4: Memo on Suggestions Made on Presumed Main Concern 
 

A suggestion made by my supervisor was that of ‘limitations’ 
Effective communication was not clear and raised questions but the suggestion of looking 
at ‘limitations’ made sense, as: 

• Communication on social media is ineffective due to the limitations it has 

• Effectiveness or ineffectiveness is a result of communication limitations 

 
So, what are the limitations present in social media communication? 

• Messages are brief, often without much structure 

• People do not see each other FTF 

• All they rely on text and visuals to communicate, which are open to multiple 
interpretations 

• There is a missing element of body language 

• Communication is at a distance 

• Communication is often delayed  
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Also, at this stage, I went back to the data and codes generated to get a better perspective 

and this got me to think more about the nature of social media communication. I started to 

think more about what is actually going on and I started to notice a lot of limitations of social 

media communication, as well as the issues the participants were discussing. During all this, 

I noticed something very important. The coding of online observations indicated that text, 

emoji, GIFs and stickers can have multiple interpretations, and this tends to cause a lot of 

problems for participants. Multiple interpretations were often the cause and, due to the distant 

nature of social media communication, there was also an uncertainty in the correct 

interpretation of the messages for the receiver. Social media communication was therefore 

seen to be ambiguous in nature (a memo on overcoming ambiguity was created (see table 

3.5) to capture this). 

Table 3.5: Memo on Overcoming Ambiguity 
 

Ambiguity in social media messages was seen to be problematic and communicators were 
constantly trying to overcome issues with ambiguity in the communication process. 
Communication processes on social media are seen to be distant, consist of brief 
messages, miss body language, have delays and are dependent on text and visuals only. 
All this results in messages being ambiguous in nature, meaning that messages are not 
always clear, not always understood and are sometimes confused and miscommunicated.  

• Senders: Senders were trying to overcome the issue of ambiguity and ensure 
receivers were not confused and understood the message.  

o When sending messages, different elements of the communication were 
combined, such as text with emoji as well, to make the message less 
ambiguous  

• Receivers: Receivers were also trying to overcome the issue of ambiguity, ensure 
that as receivers of the message, they were not confused, understood the message.  

o When interpreting messages, different elements of the communication were 
combined together such as text with emoji to make the message less 
ambiguous  

 

Further, after developing various memos, collecting more data and several discussions (over 

email) with my supervisor, the ‘limitations’ of social media communication started to be seen 

as the main concern. Participants were constantly discussing issues and limitations that exist 

(as mentioned in the memo, see table 3.3).  

However, along with all the limitations, participants still were communicating at least by 

messaging something. At this stage, ‘overcoming message limitations’ was considered to be 
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the main concern and, after the discovery of the main concern, I continued onwards until the 

next area of discovery, namely, the discovery of the core category. The core category helped 

explain how the main concern was resolved by the participants, how participants overcame 

the limitations of social media communication and aimed to ensure they were communicating 

effectively on social media. This will be discussed in the next section.  

3.5 Open Coding Part 2: The Core Category 

After a certain stage in the open coding process, the generated codes and concepts that 

seemed random and out of place started to come together. As I moved from one participant 

to the next, the list of codes reduced from over 300 to less than 50. From the new list of 

reduced codes, I was still not able to identify the core category or how the participants were 

resolving the main concern. Interviews, data analysis and codes suggested that participants 

were combining various elements, which helped them communicate better.  

At this point in the research, I related back to Glaser’s (1978) eleven criteria for the core 

category and discussion on Basic Social Process (BSP). This helped me gain further insight 

and indicated an important element. The eleventh criteria for the core category proved to be 

very helpful as it helped differentiate processes from variables and factors that can ultimately 

be described as the core category. As stated by Glaser (1978, p.96), ‘the core category can 

be any kind of theoretical code: a process, a condition, two dimensions, a consequence and 

so forth’.  

After analysing, coding and collecting the data up until the 10th participant, the core category 

started to become evident. The constant comparison proved again to be a very powerful 

technique and helped in the discovery process. It helped to see commonalities among 

participants and their approach to resolving the main concern. What I noticed was that 

participants were relating to various elements about the sender, receiver and message content 

based on their assumptions. It was however interesting that there was variation among the 

participants as to how they related to various elements and derived different assumptions. 
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At this point in the analysis, it was clear that ‘relating’ was a process that all participants 

engaged in to resolve the main concern. I felt however that just ‘relating’ seemed incomplete, 

as the participants were relating to elements in the communication process. So, I attempted 

to conceptual the elements and assumptions in the process of relating. A memo (see table 

3.4) about ‘relating’ assumptions was created to bring the ideas together.   

Table 3.6: Memo on Relating Assumptions 
 

Assumptions are made by participants by relating to various things that allow them to be 
effective in communication and understand the message.  

 
Some ideas mentioned by participants include: 

• Participants say they understand the message because they know the participant 

• Participants say they have included this in the message because this is how they 
message on text 

• This emoji is generally used to mean happy so I think it means happy 

• By looking at the two ticks on WhatsApp I know they have seen the message but 
maybe they are ignoring me since because they did not reply 

 
The point here is that assumptions are made based on: 

• Sender/Receiver 

• Emoji 

• Ticks on WhatsApp 
 
There are various things that the communicator can relate to in a given conversation. 
However, assumptions are made according to, for example, the content of the conversation, 
people involved and the platform on which the conversation is taking place. 

 

After putting a lot of time and thought into the data and generating memos and code about 

related assumptions, ‘inferences’ was another idea that emerged. This was considered to be 

a better term and indicated the conclusions made by participants based on specific information 

in the communication process. At this point, I thought the core category was ‘relating 

inferences’ but, after writing up about the core category, I received some feedback from my 

supervisor in relation to this (captured in the memo, see table 3.7). 

Table 3.7: Memo on Feedback on Presumed Core Category 
 

The feedback suggested that: 

• ‘Inference’ is a received concept, which has a predefined meaning 

• If the resolution process is different for different people, would it be the core 
category? 



62 

 

 

The feedback got me thinking about the resolution process that participants were discussing. 

I also went back to the code and data again to see what was going on. The feedback got me 

to think about various elements of the communication and the concern of overcoming 

message limitations. This led me to another memo (see table 3.8) which I originally created at 

the beginning of the research process but was further extended to highlight components. 

Table 3.8: Memo on Components in Messages 
 

In a specific post or message, there are different components which build up a message. 
These components are like puzzle pieces. For instance, the post below can be broken down 
as follows:  
 

Facebook Post 
 

Message Components 

 
 

1 
 

2,3,4  
5  
6,7,8 

 
9,10  
11,12 

 
13 

 

In every message, there are different components that relate to certain information about 
the message.  
Every message can be broken down into various components, which help to clarify the 
message.  
 

• From the Sender’s Perspective: The more components the sender adds to the 
message, the less ambiguous the message.  

• From the Receiver’s Perspective: The more the components present in the 
message, the less ambiguous the message is for interpretation.  
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I started to look at conversations on social media in various different layers and the suggestion 

for message layering made sense. In the end, layering was considered as the process of 

resolution for the main concern.   

After discovering the main concern and identifying the core category which helped to indicate 

how the process of resolving the main concern, I stopped open coding and moved onto the 

selective coding stage in the research process. 

3.6 Selective Coding: Achieving Theoretical Saturation 

Thinking of the core category, I went back to the data, codes and categories that were 

generated. This was mainly because it was important to find relevance and fit with other 

categories to the core category. At this point, I started to find that some categories seemed 

relevant whereas others were not. Again, based on the reading, I found another piece of 

instruction for me to follow, which suggested that once the core category has been discovered, 

the researcher must delimit the focus the research to the core category (Holton, 2010; Glaser, 

1978, 1998). 

Based on such ideas, I tried identifying various sub-categories that linked to the core-category. 

I started to narrow down and group different codes into broader categories. For example, 

codes and categories related to placement message components, including one or multiple 

message-types merged into tone creation. However, moving to further data collection, I 

focused my online observations and interviews around the core category of ‘layering’. 

3.6.1 Examples of Emerging Sub-Categories and Codes 

Moving to selective coding, I collected data from an additional six participants, where a lot of 

the selected categories that linked to the core categories started to become denser and build 

into the more solid dimensions and properties relating to the core category. However, the 

selective coding stage did start to indicate some ideas relating to the social relationship. There 

were two participants who brought forth some new ideas; one participant mentioned when 
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there is no text present there is no understanding. For example, he focused on the textual 

associations, he mentioned: 

“Mmm... it’s... it’s... I don’t... I don’t understand this. But I... I have told you that I will... 

I will interpret or I will explain this one you know by reading this one if... if you... if you 

leave it there some... without you know with these words I will not get it.” [Participant 

8] 

However, later in the interview, he also acknowledged the importance of associating the 

message to the communicator. To quote:  

“For example, if you are talking about... if you receive a message from your supervisor 

or from your professor whom do you like or whom do you see a mentor and then you 

reply in and the way you reply, whatever you text send it to him that saying that text 

phone or blah blah same praying or blessings or blah blah and if you use the word if 

you use the emojis heart, in the end, that means that he lives in your heart. You 

understand? But if the same communication like you are doing with your girlfriend or 

you're beloved and you are using a context like that I love you... I love you so it means 

that she... she does live in your heart but in a different corner and that corner means 

that you... you love her like aa.. as a wife or as a whatever the person wants to discuss 

these because you know, so you understand my thing?” [Participant 8] 

Further, another participant had a very different idea; she focused more on general knowledge 

about certain message types. For her, emoji were seen to have universal meaning. She 

mentioned:  

“Yes, but if you are receiving the same symbol even from different people you will 

understand it in the same way because you are the same person.” [Participant 11] 

Her views mainly considered her knowledge about certain message types; emoji in this case. 

Her personal existing knowledge was seen to be the key variable that helped her come to a 
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specific conclusion about the received emoji. To capture this idea, I developed a memo about 

‘relating’ (see table 3.9). 

Table 3.3: Memo on Relating or Associating 
 

The two participants focused on different things when it came to making sense of the 
message. As a receiver, one participant related to the sender and the knowledge he had 
about the sender and the message content. On the other hand,  the other participant as a 
receiver related not just to the sender only but also to her own knowledge about the 
message content.  

 
In all the interviews, participants related or associated the communication to various factors 
that were relevant to the message being sent or received. 

 
Relating or associating here is an important concept to consider, as associating is an action 
that the participant is undergoing.  

 

Participant 8 and 11 highlighted the importance of relating. Considering such findings from the 

interviews, I went further to constant comparative analysis and compared such findings with 

previous data. This helped me to further expound and improve upon the categories into a more 

specific category. ‘Associating’ was further developed as a sub-category of the core process 

of ‘layering’ (a detailed explanation of associating is present in Chapter 4). 

3.6.2 Achieving Theoretical Saturation 

As I moved forward, the data collection continued, however, as I moved along in the research 

process, a lot of the answers the participants were given were very similar in nature and most 

of them began to relate to existing sub-categories.  

After completing twenty-one interviews, I started to realise that much of the data I was 

collecting by that stage had reached theoretical saturation. The data constantly related to two 

sub-processes of ‘message structuring’ and ‘message regulating’ (these will be explained in 

Chapter 4 in detail). These two sub-processes allow for layering to take place to solve the 

main concern of overcoming message limitations in social media communication.  

After reaching saturation, I moved on to the stage of memo sorting and writing up. 
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3.7 Memo Sorting and Writing up 

After reaching the saturation stage of the research process, I started the memo sorting and 

writing up, which required me to go through all the memos generated in the data collection 

and analysis stage. Memo sorting is one of the essential parts of CGT methodology as it helps 

put all the ideas together and integrate the theory. Essentially, the goal here was to 

conceptualise the issues discovered during the substantive coding stage. By this stage, I had 

nearly 100 conceptual memos to go through (some additional examples of memos can be 

seen in Appendix 6).   

To start the memo sorting process, I firstly looked at my memo bank and tried to compare 

every memo on my computer with each other. However, this was not helpful as I had to switch 

between windows constantly, which started to become frustrating after going through a few 

memos. To reduce the frustration, I decided to print all my memos and cut them into paper 

cut-out strips. This helped me see all the memos as individual puzzle pieces of the theory. 

However, having paper cut-out strips of memos ended up filling the table and floor of my PhD 

office with different cutouts. 

The sorting process was guided by the analytical rules mentioned in Glaser’s (1978, pp.116–

128) theoretical sensitivity book. I tried to follow the procedures stated closely and work my 

way towards finishing the theory development process. Moreover, based on the stated 

procedures, I asked questions constantly during the memo sorting process (Glaser, 1978, 

p.123), namely, ‘Where does it fit in?’. 

The memo sorting process and going through various different ideas took around one month. 

At this stage, I noticed some memos did not seem relevant and were not fit for purpose. 

Therefore, I decided to not use such memos because they were simply not fitting with the core 

category and sub-categories. I put the unused memos in a separate folder to make the process 

simpler. At the same time, I started to develop even more memos, which focused more on 
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addressing how the core categories, sub-categories, properties and dimensions related to 

each other.  This led me to the discovery of various theoretical codes present in the memo. 

3.7.1 Discovering Theoretical Codes 

Whilst sorting, I went back to the reading on memo sorting, writing up and theoretical codes. I 

considered all the ‘theoretical coding families’ mentioned in various different CGT publications 

(Glaser, 1978, 1998, 2005) and this helped me make sense of the families of codes. I was 

however confused even more, as it felt like most of the theoretical codes fitted my data.  I then 

started to put all the categories together in a table format and made a few models and 

diagrams. Models, tables and diagrams helped me to relate various categories and create 

connections and further, I was able to identify various theoretical codes. Some examples of 

theoretical codes identified include: 

• Types: The data and analysis indicated different types. This is part of the types family 

(Glaser, 1978) that existed in relation to elements of messages, such as social media 

platforms (which can be divided into types of platforms, including Facebook, Instagram 

and WhatsApp).  

• Intensity: The data and analysis indicated different levels of intensity. This is part of 

the degree family (Glaser, 1978) that existed in the usage of message types, such as 

a smiling emoji used once or multiple times to emphasise extreme happiness. 

• Phases: The data and analysis indicated different phases. This is part of the process 

family (Glaser, 1978)  that participants undergo in order to overcome message 

limitation. Various phases were identified to explain the process of ‘message layering’. 

The sorting stage helped with identifying various theoretical codes and these also helped with 

the integration process, for example, messages types were linked as a dimension of the 

category of ‘combining’ (this was not previously identified). Similarly, the category of ‘toning’ 

was linked to ‘message intensity’. Theoretical codes helped me put the theory together. 
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Further, the sorting process helped me see the core category and sub-categories as 

processes, rather than static units.   

This was a rather important discovery as the categories I had related very much to the 

definition of basic social process or basic social processes (BSP) (Glaser, 1978). BSP are 

seen to accounts for variations. further processes are labelled as gerunds and tend to both 

occur and change over time. After considering the core category as a BSP, I continued with 

the sorting stage while staying open to emergent theoretical code, which might not be a BSP. 

In the end, I identified two overarching theoretical codes, which I thoughtfully integrated the 

core category (message layering) and sub-core categories (message structuring and 

message regulating). However, I was not sure which one really fitted well.  

To get the guidance, I sent an email to my supervisor regarding ‘balancing’ as a theoretical 

code. However, while I awaited his response (he was away on leave), I got some clarification 

on ‘balancing’ as a theoretical code from Glaser’s (2005) publication. After reading the 

discussion on balancing as a theoretical code, I decided to discard ‘balancing’ completely as 

it mainly related to the idea of opposites, whereas the emergent theory related more to working 

with two processes to overcome message limitations. Shaping made more sense here, as 

shaping explained the process of layering too, which required gradual changes in the message 

to come to the desired outcome.  

After identifying the overarching theoretical code (which integrated the theory) and finalising 

the sorting and writing upstage, I developed a theoretical outline of the emergent theory based 

on an integrated set of hypotheses. These explained a grounded theory of message layering 

as a process to overcome message limitations on social media. After doing so, I moved on to 

conducting the literature review, which would effectively be used as further data to be 

integrated into the theory. 
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3.8 Consulting the Literature 

Post-empirical analysis literature in CGT is used to give scope to the emergent theory of the 

research. Literature can help in providing a discussion on comparative ideas present in the 

literature, indicating possible implications of the emergent theory.  

It is important to note that the purpose of this research was to build a substantive theory from 

the ground up and avoid influences that might affect my thinking during the research process. 

Literature, in this case, was not consulted in the start to avoid any preconceptions regarding 

the research problem. However, after completing the empirical analysis and being aware of 

the results and outcome of the empirical analysis of this study, I decided to consult the 

literature. At this stage I used the literature:  

1. To situate the emergent theory into a specific body of knowledge and examine 

similarities and differences discovered in relation to the literature under review. The 

aim here is not total coverage of the literature, rather, to nest the emergent theory into 

the present discussion. Chapter 5 will present relevant literature in the substantive 

area, addressing theories and empirical research in the field. 

3.9 Summary 

In this chapter, I presented detailed explanations of the research process, discussion in 

relations to methods of data collection and data analysis. Further, in the chapter, I have 

indicated the research questions and details on conceptual development from open coding till 

Memo sorting and writing up
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 Message Layering: A Grounded Theory of 

Overcoming Message Limitations in Social Media 

Communication  

In this chapter, I present an overview of the emergent ground theory. The chapter will begin 

with a theoretical overview of message layering as a process to overcome message 

limitations. The chapter will then provide explanations of two sub-core categories involved in 

the process of message layering; namely, message structuring and message regulating.  

In this chapter, each concept is illustrated with one conceptual indicator in the form of 

quotations or social media messages collected during the data collection process. The 

conceptual indicators included are representative of various interchangeable indicators that 

were coded to represent the concept and its properties and dimensions. Where appropriate, 

extant literature has been integrated into the theory for the purposes of comparison. 

Additionally, literature is cited throughout this chapter where appropriate. Each concept 

presented has emerged through constant comparative analysis, in accordance with CGT 

procedures (Glaser, 1978, 1998).  

4.1 Theoretical Overview 

Message layering is a process through which communicators on social media address 

overcoming message limitations. Overcoming message limitations is the main concern of 

communicators on social media. Communication on social media platforms involves various 

limitations, which often cause miscommunication and confusion. Due to the nature of social 

media communication as distant and lacking social cues, messages on social media tend to 

be brief, lacking in structure and can sometimes be ambiguous. In order to overcome such 

limitations and facilitate the understanding of messages, communicators break down 

messages into layers.  
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Messages in social media are seen to contain different layers that help communicators (both 

senders and receivers of messages) to understand the structure and meaning of the message. 

For social media communicators, message layering often gives structure and meaning to 

messages and allows senders and receivers to hint at certain understanding, for example, 

ideas that may not be noticeable immediately to communicators.  

In conceptual terms, message layering is a basic social psychological process (BSPP) that 

processes the main concern of overcoming message limitations. Message layering consists 

of two stages: Message Structuring (addressing the layers of message structures) and 

Message Regulating (addressing the layers of meaning).  

• Message Structuring: Message structuring shapes the layers of structure of 

messages. Properties of message structuring consist of combining and toning: 

Combining requires senders and receivers to select and classify message content. 

Toning requires senders and receivers to make connections and assume positions of 

message content to give messages a unit of expression.  

• Message Regulating: Message regulating shapes the layers of meaning of 

messages. Properties of message regulating consist of associating and fitting. 

Associating requires senders and receivers to assign meaning by considering who is 

the opposing sender and/or receiver of the message. Fitting requires senders and 

receivers to apply knowledge and understanding about the message content and the 

opposing sender or receiver to develop meaning within messages.  

Through message layering, senders and receivers of messages develop their own structures 

and meaning within messages. Message layering can be understood based on its categories 

and properties. Figure 4.1 indicates the categories and properties of message layering. 
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Figure 4.1 The Concept of Message Layering 

(Source: Created by author) 

Message layering facilitates message clarity. However, as senders and receivers undergo 

message layering separately, it is crucial to remember that senders and receivers may often 

address the same message but undergo message layering individually and vary in how 

message layering is approached. This may result in the sender intending to include different 

structures and meanings in a message, as compared to the one interpreted by the receiver.  

Thus, clarity may not always be achieved, and the understanding developed of a message is 

thus a result of message layering. Additionally, some attempts to present message layering in 

terms of mathematical formulae can be seen in Appendix 7. However, a more integrated 

substantive theory is presented in this section. The concept of message layering is further 

explained in later sections of this chapter, based on each component of layers of structures 

and layers of meaning.  

4.2 Message Structuring 

One of the problems that exist in social media communication is that most communication 

tends to have limited structure and grammatical rules. Rather,  much of social media 

communication is done with limited guidance on how messages should be put together 
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(Herring, 2012, 2007). However, communicators use prior knowledge of certain grammatical 

rules but communicators tend to apply the rules in a limited way in social media (Lyddy et al., 

2014).  

Much of the existing language rules that provide structure only apply to text, but social media 

communicators tend to also use non-textual forms of messaging, such as emoji, GIF and 

stickers. These tend not to have any specific grammatical rules, which often causes confusion 

in social media communication. However, in order to overcome this issue, communicators 

create their own structures and grammatical rules within messages (for both text and visual 

forms of messages) to produce or interpret messages.  

Message structuring is a sub-core category in the theory of message layering. Message 

structuring involves combining and toning messages to provide layers of structure to 

messages. It requires the availability of message content in order for those pieces to be 

assembled in the message. Message structuring requires senders and receivers to make 

decisions as to how different message content may indicate specific ideas. Message 

structuring is critical to maintaining interaction among users and facilitates meaningful 

communication. However, layers of structure within messages are dependent on the 

restrictions and functionalities of social media platforms.  

In social media communication, social media platforms act as mediums within which 

communication takes place. Often, variations are present in how social media platforms 

operate. Communication is restricted to each individual platform. Senders and receivers, 

therefore, have to depend on the functionality and accessibility specific to platforms in order 

to communicate., Certain social media platforms do not allow their users to communicate 

across other platforms.  

Platformisation is crucial for social media communication, as much message content is driven 

but also restricted by the platforms themselves (Helmond, 2015). The only identifiable social 

media that allows cross-platform communication is Facebook. Facebook allows posts from 

Instagram to transfer over. Cross-platform communication is seen as beneficial as it can allow 

more accessibility to social media communication. However, cross-platform communication 
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on Facebook can cause more confusion as some message content is incompatible and 

appears differently on Facebook to Instagram.  

This seems to cause more confusion for visual message content. Further, Instagram only 

supports emoji and textual message content, whereas Facebook is more diverse and supports 

various visual message content. Often, social media platforms differentiate how certain visual 

message content appears on screens (Miller et al., 2016). An example can be seen in table 

4.1, comparing a WhatsApp and Facebook emoji. 

Table 4.1 Example of Visual Differentiations in Platforms 
WhatsApp   Facebook 

 
 

 

  

  
 

Differentiation in how message content appears to senders and receivers can affect the layer 

of structure within messages. The layer of structures are affected as senders and receivers 

can sometimes see different visuals. Due to this, senders and receivers may tone their 

messages differently. Decisions on the structure of the message are made based on how the 

text and visuals appear on the sender’s and receiver’s screen. However, at times the same 

message may appear differently on the sender’s screen as compared to the receiver’s screen. 

As shown in the example in the table above about the comment on #eastertime, the emoji of 

a hatched chick is seen differently on Facebook as compared to Instagram. The context of the 

social media platform, therefore, is an important variable that influences the layers of structure 

in the message. 

Two properties of message structuring are combining and toning. Combining shapes the layer 

of structures within messages to allow specific message content to take form. Toning shapes 
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the layers of structure within messages to give the message contents a unit of expression. 

Unit of expression refers here to how specific message content should be or is spoken and 

recited by the sender or receiver. Through combining and toning, message contents are 

assembled in a specific way and tone creates the layers of structure.  

Message structuring focuses on building specific structures for messages, which later allows 

communicators to produce (for senders) or interpret (for receiver) message. Combining is 

focused on addressing message content to later produce or interpret content present in the 

message. Toning concerns how each message content is placed or should be placed to 

produce or interpret the message.  

4.2.1 Combining 

Exchange of messages is essential to the process of multimedia communication. Messages 

can vary widely in terms of how they are put together. Combining is an individual mental 

process where senders and receivers aim to put message content together to later produce 

or interpret messages. Combining requires senders and/or receivers to select and classify the 

message content available to them. However, while selecting and classifying this, senders 

and receivers may assign different meanings and tone to specific message content. For 

example, a sender may select a tearing face emoji ( ) to represent laughter within a 

message, however, a receiver when interpreting the same message may select and classify 

the emoji as crying.  

Thus, often senders assign a specific meaning to message content, whereas receivers tend 

to make their own assumptions on the presumed meaning. The meaning assigned to 

messages can often be different among senders and receivers and this is because message 

content can carry multiple meanings within the same message. Words may be ascribed a 

specific definition but often a single word can have more than one definition, for example,  the 

word ‘bat’ may mean a flying animal or a piece of wood with a handle used for playing sports. 

Further, visual message content such as emoji can also be seen to carry multiple meanings. 

Unlike text words that have set definitions, visual message content tends to make 
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communication more complex as they are not formally ascribed specific definitions. For 

example, an emoji of laughing with tears ( ) may be interpreted as a ‘laugh’, ‘laughing’, 

‘happy’, ‘joking’, ‘funny’ or ‘crying’.  

Selecting and classifying are properties of combining. Selecting and classifying are 

undertaken to address which message content is appropriate to indicate the intended meaning 

(from a sender’s perspective) or presumed meaning (from a receiver’s perspective). Meanings 

are intended by senders, however, receivers presume meaning within messages. Confusion 

or clarity is the result of the match between intended ideas versus presumed ideas.   

Message content provides the building blocks of the message. By selecting various forms of 

message content, senders and/or receivers create the layer of structure to allow interpretation 

or message production to take place. Social media communication is made of various 

message content forms and forms of message content can be broken down as follows (see 

table 4.2): 

• Textual: Written words, punctuations, Hypertext, hashtags; 

• Static Visuals: Emoji, Stickers; 

• Dynamic Visuals: GIF; 

Table 4.2: Message Content Forms 

Sticker 

 

Emoji 

 

GIF 

 

Text and Punctuations: 

 

Message content allows messages to indicate the specific purpose and affect how the 

structure of the message is perceived by the sender and/or receiver. Often, message content 

that is highly textual tends to indicate formality, whereas visual and more dynamic message 

contents are seen as less formal. Decisions are made based on how serious the sender wants 

the message to be, but receivers presume the nature of seriousness within messages based 

on the specific message content.  
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The issue, however, is that formality may also be perceived differently by different individuals, 

depending on the social-relational ties between sender and receivers, for example,  when a 

receiver has close relational ties with the sender they tend to have a better understanding of 

whether the sender is being formal or not. This is mainly due to the fact that they try to relate 

various elements of the message to knowledge about past experiences (this is further 

explained under section 4.3.2 on ‘fitting’). 

With the exception of punctuation, the possible variations in the forms of message contents 

(such as stickers, emoji, GIF and text) are endless. This is due to the possibility for senders to 

create their own stickers, emoji, GIF or text and or they are also free to choose from the 

selected ones that are provided on their chosen social media platform.  

For senders, combining is about considering which message content should be used to 

indicate specific ideas in the production of messages. For receivers, combining is about 

considering each message content present to interpret the message. Decisions on picking 

specific message content are made by senders and receivers and thinking about the necessity 

of each content in a message is essential in the selection process.   

Social media platforms tend to create boundaries in terms of what visual message content is 

available for inclusion. Each social media platform tends to support specific types of message 

content, which limits the ability of the sender to select content. As indicated in table 4.3, 

Facebook allows the use of GIFs and stickers, whereas Instagram does not support GIFs and 

stickers and limits users to text and emoji only.  

Table 4.3: Message Content Available to Senders on Social Media Platforms 

Facebook 

 

 

Instagram 
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For senders, combining is about making decisions on what is to be included and not in order 

to indicate an intended idea. It requires senders of messages to think about synergies between 

each message content. Synergies between content are also necessary to indicate ideas. This 

is the case when the nature of the idea is broad and cannot be communicated with singular 

message content, for example, ‘posing like a Rockstar’, which contains, four words or four 

‘message contents’. Simpler ideas within messages can also be communicated with singular 

message content only. For example, senders sometimes include only a singular thumbs up 

emoji ( ) to indicate ‘ok’ or ‘agreement’. 

For receivers, combining is not so much affected by the nature of social media platforms, as 

receivers are always bound by the message content originally included by senders. The 

difference here is that senders engage in combining based on a blank canvas and decide 

based on the message content present in the social media platform, whereas receivers 

combine based on existing message content sent by the sender. Through the process of 

combining, senders and receivers add layers of message content to the structural layer of 

messages.   

4.2.2 Toning 

Communication is like a jigsaw puzzle, where communicators are building pieces of the 

messages together. Similar to a jigsaw puzzle, pieces are selected (thus, combining) and 

connections between pieces are then made by placing each piece together to indicate parts 

of the picture. Toning is the second stage of making connections between pieces of message 

content. However, unlike jigsaw puzzles, traditional written and spoken languages are 

governed by grammatical rules on how each piece or word should be used. For example, the 

word pen is considered to be a noun. Making connections between words or message content 

requires senders and/or receivers to have prior knowledge of grammatical rules and senders 

are required to apply this knowledge when constructing messages. Doing so makes 

communication clearer.  
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What is important is the individual’s knowledge of grammar and the ability to apply 

grammatical rules to messages. In social media, senders’ and receivers’ knowledge, 

willingness and ability in relation to grammar varies (Sabatini et al., 2012).  Further, the existing 

rules of grammar are only applied to textual words. Messages become more difficult to 

interpret when message content is visual in nature because there are no grammatical rules 

for such content. Often, visual images blur the line between reality and non-reality (Gitlin, 

2007). Senders and receivers apply this knowledge to visual based message content as well, 

which is potentially a source of confusion. 

Unlike combining, which only focuses on addressing what message elements are included, 

toning is more focused on creating a link between message content that is combined in the 

message structuring process, to give message depth and unit of expressions. Toning 

reinforces the manner in which messages indicate certain expressions. Senders and receivers 

engage in toning with the aim of adding clarity to messages and toning adds a layer of 

expression to message structures. Through toning, senders and receivers make decisions 

and consider how each message should be addressed and positioned. Additionally, senders 

and receivers make decisions on how each message content is (from the receiver’s 

perspective) or should be (from the sender’s perspective) enhanced within messages.   

Through toning, senders and receivers make decisions on making connections and assume 

the position of each message content. Making decisions includes whether the message 

content should be used to indicate a placed to indicate things. person, place, and action, 

expression. However, these can also be understood as parts of speech used in grammar such 

as noun, pronoun, adjective, verb, adverb, preposition, conjunction, interjection or an article 

(Schachter and Shopen, 2007). Although senders and receivers may not have an in-depth 

understanding of grammar and language rules, often senders and receivers are able to make 

assumptions on whether message content can be used to indicate a place or an action. 

Assumptions made by senders and receivers tend to direct how certain message content can 

be expressed in a sentence, however, sentences may not always be grammatically correct. 
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Often, senders and receivers vary in terms of the connections that are assumed by senders 

and/or receivers.  

There are differences in terms of how textual and visual message content are toned. Textual 

message content is simpler as senders and receivers can easily apply general grammatical 

rules and rely on existing definitions and grammar assigned to certain words. This limits 

senders and receivers to words that have specific meanings and units of an expression. For 

example, the definition of the word ‘house’ limits the sender and receiver to indicate the word 

as a noun. Visual message content, however, makes the process more complex as senders 

and receivers may not always be able to indicate how visual message content will be 

expressed, as visual message content does not ascribe to specific rules and definitions.  

Having no definitions and no ascribed grammatical rules may cause confusion. Thus, senders 

and receivers can assume the same visual content to be used as a noun, verb, interjection or 

adverb. Much of the visual toning within messages is based on assumptions made based on 

prior knowledge of specific message content. However, knowledge may not necessarily relate 

to general grammatical rules and classes but knowledge can also relate to the sender and the 

visuals themselves (Lakoff, 1993; Langacker, 2008) Often positioning or considerations of how 

a visual should be used or interpreted tends to depend on what senders and receivers have 

experienced in the past.  

Further, certain visuals tend to use symbols that are universally understood. For example, an 

emoji of a heart ( ) is universally understood to represent ‘love’ or ‘likeness’, thus the heart 

emoji is often used as a verb instead of being represented as an object or a noun, indicating 

the heart. This causes the visuals to have fixed representations in some cases, but variations 

may occur, due to the nature of visual message content to have multiple representations and 

often visual do not have universally agreeable meaning. Such visual message content tends 

to require more thinking of how a vision is to be used or interpreted. For example, a sticker of 

a man bending down (see table 4.2) ( ) can be considered as a noun: representing a man, 

or as a verb: representing an action of a person bending down or a person indicating tiredness.  
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Senders may intend to represent a specific idea, which may not transfer overdue to the visuals 

having multiple meanings. Having a message that consists of singular message content can 

often be confusing as there are not many indicators or other message content available to 

make connections. Therefore, communication may be more effective when there is more 

message content present. This also applies to textual messages. By making connections 

between message content, senders and receivers are able to give depth to messages and 

may be able to increase clarity. 

Senders and receivers make connections between message content and develop a 

perception of the possible layers of the structure. Through toning, senders or receivers 

presume a certain connection between message content such as a connection made between 

a word, punctuation, emoji, stickers and/or GIF. This results in communicating a specific idea 

such as. An example of toning is seen in table 4.4. 

Table 4.4: Example of Making Connections  
 

Facebook 
Comment 

 
Translation: 
“I have to compensate you” 

Interview 
Transcript 

“Yeah.. which means she is probably gonna make me a cake….. she loves, 
you know making cakes and stuff like that. So, that's what she means by it. And 
it’s gonna be a chocolate cake” [Participant 13] 

 

Using toning, senders and/or receivers can reinforce possible connections between content, 

regardless of whether such connections match the intended structure (as opposed to 

presumed structure). In the example in table 4.4, from the perspective of the Facebook 

message, the receiver presumes her friend will make a chocolate cake. This is because, in 

order to interpret the message, she made connections between various message content. In 

this case, the receiver makes the connection between the cake emoji, with candy and 

chocolate emoji, and from this makes a tentative conclusion to indicate the cake will be 

chocolate.  
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Additionally, in toning, senders and receivers address grammatical interjections by 

considering the use of punctuation, capitalised words and consecutive repetition of message 

content. In the English language, interjections are words or phrases that indicate strong 

emotions and are used when senders of messages want to emphasise words or phrases. 

Traditionally in the English language, punctuation like exclamation marks can indicate strong 

emotion. For example, putting an exclamation mark after the word ‘wow’ (for example ‘wow!’) 

can indicate the sender is very excited, as opposed to just writing ‘wow’. This applies in the 

same way in social media communication, however, using capitalised words and repetition 

are other ways to indicate strong emotions: 

“You know like certain words [xx] put exclamation mark or it be like capitals... you can 

get the gist that they are excited, or they are sad, or they are upset” [Participant 4]  

In social media communication, capitalised words are rarely seen, as senders and receivers 

tend to think of capitalised words as indicating excitement or shouting. Further, capitalised 

words can be seen as rude due to them representing shouting (Kadir et al., 2013). Repetition 

of message content also reinforces emotions, an example of which can be seen in table 4.5.   

Table 4.5: Example of Messages 
WhatsApp   

AB 

Instagram 
TS 

Facebook HK 

 

The example in table 4.6 highlights strong expression in messages. Considering the 

WhatsApp message, the word ‘now’ is emphasised by using the letter ‘w’ multiple times. this 

indicates that the sender wants the receiver to do something immediately. Multiple-use usually 

reinforces the idea of importance and emphasis on the message (Kalman and Gergle, 2014). 

Similarly, considering the Instagram and Facebook messages in table 4.5, the sender has 

used the same emoji multiple times. This again indicates the sender is trying to emphasise 

that he/she is extremely happy.   
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4.3 Message Regulating  

As discussed, FTF communication enables the receiver in spoken communication to relate 

the message with social cues from the sender (Sheth et al., 2011). Doing this allows FTF 

senders and receivers to derive meaning from messages. A lot of the time, spoken 

communication relies on social cues to make meaning within spoken messages. This can 

make FTF communication less ambiguous. However, communicators on social media are 

limited to text and visuals. Further, due to the distant nature of social media communication 

and lack of social cues, definitive meaning within messages is often unclear and sometimes 

ambiguous.  

Uncertainty and ambiguity within messages are further increased as senders send messages 

in brief or abbreviated formats, see for example the examples in table 4.6. Brief messages 

and abbreviations make it difficult for receivers to make connections to message content, as 

there is not much in the message to make connections with. Habitually, senders assume 

receivers will understand the message as intended but this is not always the case. This is 

again due to the nature of message content potentially having multiple interpretations: 

“In social media, the computer base conversation only your words there go in on the 

extent and go in for the meaning only from those words, there is no other thing but in 

face to face conversation there are other many things you can.” [Participant 3] 

Additionally, certain written words can sometimes have hidden meaning as well, which are 

often immediately understood by receivers but linked to the past experiences of senders. An 

example can be seen in table 4.6. 
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Often message contents within messages are linked to knowledge gained in the past about 

senders and receivers. Thus, relying only on definitions and symbolic representations of 

content is not enough. It is common for senders and receivers to associate and fit the message 

with other factors, which may not be immediately recognisable. At times, these could relate to 

relational factors among senders and receivers. Thus, considering message content on its 

face value is not enough. Face value here refers to the idea that the production or 

interpretation of messages is based on the definition of words; Rather, the meaning of 

messages is also dependent upon how senders and receivers associate and fit textual and 

visual content to prior knowledge gained on senders and/or receivers.  

In the theory of message layering, the first stage of message structuring focuses on combining 

and toning message content to develop structure. However, the second stage of message 

layering focuses on message regulating. Message regulating concerns associating and fitting 

content into messages to give them meaning. These may or may not be directly related to the 

message content. Through message regulating, senders and receivers ascribe meaning to 

Table 4.6: Example of Hidden Meaning of Words 
 

Facebook 
Post and 
Comment 

 
Interview 
Transcript 

“So basically this was umm.. aa.. this was a private joke between me and a 
friend from school ……there was a umm.. in.. in the Spanish class at that time 
we had to listen to a recording of a mother and son communicating to each 
other in Spanish and there was a part where the umm.. basically the guys 
name was, the son.. her son’s name was Sanchos and the way [laughs].. this 
is really funny.. but the way she said Sanchos was in a very sexual way….It 
was very seductive” [laugh] [Participant 5] 
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messages. Meaning within messages is established as a result of how senders and receivers 

undertake message regulating social media communication: 

“Because umm... it’s just again like another thing is when people using emoji if you 

know the person... you know what the message they kind of getting across”. 

[Participant 5] 

“My interpretation is not based on upon this comment, it is based upon my mutual 

relationship with them”. [Participant 14] 

The process of message regulating tends to vary across senders and receivers. As senders 

relate the message content present in the message to the receiver, the receiver relates 

message content to the sender. This results in senders and receivers associating or fitting 

different knowledge to understand the message content. Some may use past experiences to 

give meaning to messages, whereas others may decide not to and use their knowledge of the 

English language and definitions of actual words to construct meaning. The result of this is 

that the senders and receivers may interpret the message differently.  

Message regulating is brought about through associating and fitting. Associating shapes 

layers of meaning and requires senders and/or receivers to relate message content based on 

who the senders and/or receivers are. Fitting shapes the layer of meaning within messages 

and requires senders and/or receivers to apply specific knowledge gained in the past to 

present messages. 

4.3.1 Associating 

Associating can be understood as a process of relating or making connections between 

message content and the sender or receiver of the message. Similar to toning (where 

connections are made between message content to give messages structure), associating 

requires senders and receivers to make connections between message content and 

communicators (senders and/or receivers) to give message meaning. The difference here is 

the focus on meaning, rather than structure. 
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Associating is a mental process of assigning meaning based on the sender and/or receiver. A 

sender assigns meaning to a message based on certain knowledge he/she has about the 

intended receiver of the message and then later produces the message. A receiver assigns 

meaning to the same message based on certain knowledge he/she has about the sender of 

the message and later interprets the message. The trouble is however that senders and 

receivers often assign different meaning to messages, which causes confusion due to the 

mismatch between intended meaning and interpreted meaning.  

To reduce confusion, senders and receivers must always consider meaning from the two 

perspectives of both the sender and receiver. This can be referred to as aligned meaning. 

Much of the meaning assigned to messages are the result of the perceptions of senders and 

receivers. More importantly, while assigning meaning, senders and receivers try to address 

meaning based on the certain understanding they have about the sender or receiver. Meaning 

within messages is therefore as a result of the understanding that senders and receivers have 

about each other. The better the understanding between the senders and receiver, the closer 

the senders and receivers are to the aligned meaning within the message.  

“My brother…. This is my neighbour…My cousin” [Participant 1] 

“He is my friend from the University… My friend…This is mine lecturer” [Participant 15] 

Often, senders and receivers indicate the message to be sent or received by their brother, 

friend or lecturer. Additionally, senders and receivers sometimes find themselves having to 

communicate with individuals they do not know. Recognising who the opposing sender or 

receiver is important as it allows them to indicate the kind of social-relational ties they have 

with each other. By doing so, senders and receivers can relate shared values and attitudes 

(Morgan, 2014). In the case where the opposing sender or receiver is unknown, senders and 

receivers may face more difficulties in developing meaning as oppose to a sender or receiver 

that are known. Commonalities between senders and receivers may exist, which may allow 

for better understanding to exist as well.  

Social relational ties between senders and receivers tend to mediate the level of 

understanding that senders and receivers have about each other (Ellison et al., 2007; Boyd 
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and Ellison, 2008). The higher the level of understanding, the closer the sender or receiver 

are too aligned meaning. At times, social-relational ties allow senders and receivers to make 

assumptions on how the opposite sender and receiver may interpret specific message content. 

Communicators on social media can be seen to classify senders and receivers into various 

typologies. Typologies within social media communication are classified according to the 

social-relational ties between senders and receivers. Associating is about assigning meaning 

based on the recognised type of the opposing sender or receiver. Recognising the 

sender/receiver type is important for the layer of meaning. Based on who the sender/receiver 

is, the meaning of the message can vary accordingly. 

Social relational ties refer to the connections that sender and receivers have with each other. 

Connections among senders and receivers can be dependent on the frequency of interaction. 

Frequency of interactions can range from having high interactions with no interactions. A high 

frequency of interactions allows for understanding to develop over time among senders and 

receivers.  

A relationship can be labelled as close when the sender and receiver interact more frequently 

or having a high number of interactions. This allows senders and receivers to gain knowledge 

about each other. A relationship can be labelled distant when senders and receivers do not 

interact as often. More interactions allow for better understanding and allow senders and 

receivers to better align meaning within messages. In some case, there are no social relation 

ties among senders and receivers. Based on social-relational ties, communicators on social 

media can be categorised into three types:  

• Stranger Corresponders: The communicators are unknown to each other, having no 

social-relational ties. As a result, they do not have a shared understanding.  

• Distant Corresponders: The communicators know each other but have distant social-

relational ties; thus, the level of personal knowledge about each other and shared 

understanding tends to be low. 
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• Close Corresponders: The communicators are familiar individuals having close 

social-relational ties; thus, the level of gained knowledge and shared understanding 

tends to be high.  

Depending on the understanding senders and receivers have about each other, they tend to 

fit types of knowledge gained to the message to further develop the understanding about the 

message.  Interpreting and understanding a message is based on how well corresponders 

know each other. Therefore, the typology of the sender/ receiver affects the knowledge gained 

from and purpose ascribed to messages. For example, a sender sends the message stating, 

‘you are beautiful’. In order to develop an understanding of the message, the receiver looks at 

the name of the sender and, based on this, the receiver then makes a decision as to the 

possible meaning of the message. If the message was sent by a friend, the receiver might 

consider the message to have a non-romantic purpose, whereas if the receiver recognised 

the sender as his/her wife or husband, the message may be seen to have a romantic purpose. 

Based on the identity of the sender, the receiver interprets the message accordingly.  

4.3.2 Fitting 

Fitting refers to the process of applying knowledge and understanding of messages to allow 

for meaning to take place. Meaning is seen to be looked at from two perspectives, firstly, the 

meaning ascribed by the sender (and this is considered to be intended meaning) and 

secondly, meaning ascribed by the receiver (considered to be presumed to mean). However, 

there is often a mismatch between intended meaning and presumed meaning. Fitting requires 

senders and receivers to apply knowledge and understanding to messages to lessen the gap 

between intended meaning and presumed meaning, resulting in better-aligned meaning.  

Fitting informs the message content and indicates how message content is used and should 

be interpreted. Fitting aims to give depth to messages by applying knowledge and 

understanding that senders and receivers hold about each other and about message content 

generally assigned to messages. Fitting is, therefore, dependent on two factors: 1) knowledge 
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and understanding about message content and 2) knowledge and understanding about the 

communicators.  

Within social media communication, senders and receivers often rely on existing knowledge 

and understanding to develop meaning within messages.  Meaning is often a result of how 

senders and receivers fit their existing knowledge and understanding about each other to the 

message. Often, senders and receivers fit different knowledge and understanding to give 

messages clarity. Much of the time, senders and receivers develop mental schemas by 

applying knowledge and understanding they have to develop meaning (Anderson and 

Pearson, 2012; An, 2013).  

Meaning within a message can be broken down into two types: face-value meaning and 

deeper meaning. Face-value meaning can be understood as meaning that is explicit in nature, 

easily understood and leaves little room for uncertainty. Deeper meaning, on the other hand, 

is implicit in nature and is often implied rather than stated. In social media, messages often 

contain both face-value meaning and deeper meaning. Face-value meaning is dependent 

upon how senders or receivers apply knowledge about definitions and understanding of each 

message content. For example, an emoji of a heart ( ) represents love and is based on the 

knowledge and understanding developed from past experiences about the shape of a heart 

and its associations to widely based understanding to romance-related elements.  

However, at times, knowledge and understanding applied to message content among senders 

and receivers can vary. This can be a result of an individuals’ mental abilities and the exposure 

they had for specific message content. For example, a sender may apply his knowledge and 

understanding of the word ‘bat’ to indicate a flying animal whereas the receiver may apply his 

knowledge and understanding of the word ‘bat’ to indicate a long piece of wood with a handle. 

Similarly, this is also relevant for non-textual message content. Face-value meaning within 

messages is often dependent on senders’ and receivers’ knowledge and understanding of the 

possible ways a message content is widely defined and interpreted. Further, unlike face-value 

meaning, which relies on knowledge and understanding about how each message content is 
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widely defined and interpreted, deeper meaning focuses on applying knowledge and 

understanding about communicators to give more depth to messages. Deeper meaning adds 

another layer to meaning. Based on whether a sender or receiver is recognised as a stranger, 

distant corresponder or close corresponder, specific knowledge and understanding are 

applied to interpret the meaning of messages. Deeper meaning often indicates ideas that may 

not be easily noticeable within the message at first.  

Further, a lack of knowledge and understanding about the opposing sender or receiver can 

cause confusion. Additionally, more knowledge and understanding about the opposing sender 

or receiver can bring clarity. However, knowledge and understanding of the opposing sender 

or receiver can also vary in degree and nature. As such knowledge and understanding are 

developed based on various pieces of information held in the mind of senders and receivers. 

Pieces of information are what makes up knowledge and understanding about the opposing 

sender and receiver. Information here can come from information about life events, personal 

and professional backgrounds (Firth, 1951). Essentially, senders and receivers try to apply 

knowledge and understanding that helps them to give depth to the meaning within messages. 

An example can be seen in Table 4.7 below. 

Table 4.7: Example of Applying Knowledge to Messages 
Facebook 
Post 

 

 
Interview 
Transcript 

“[W]hen I used to speak to somebody you know which is in relation with me so 
I use some specific emojis, for example, some hearts and colourful hearts 
which maybe has the colour which we like together and then like yellow colour 
of heart, then I always even.. even his name I attach him on my phone with 
this colour.. with yellow heart, so this I feel that this yellow heart is just belongs 
to him so I don’t use it with another people like when I speak to another people 
I just put another colours, I don’t use the yellow one. You get what I mean?” 
[Participant 10]   

 

In the example (see table 4.7), a message is seen to include a yellow heart emoji. When asked 

about the yellow heart, the sender indicated that both her friend and her like colourful hearts. 
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Being the sender of the message, she assigned the yellow heart to the receiver of the 

message. In this case, she applied the knowledge she had about her friend (the receiver) liking 

the yellow hearts or colourful hearts. Based on such knowledge, she decided to use the yellow 

heart in the message.  

By applying such knowledge and understanding, she added deeper meaning to the message, 

which is identifiable only to her and her friend. The more knowledge, senders and receivers 

have about each other, the better the level of aligned meaning within messages. However, the 

often aligned meaning is difficult to achieve. This is because senders and receivers often have 

different knowledge and understanding about message content and are applying different 

knowledge to the same message. 

“I know him, he also likes these things. Either he put hmm or only these things, I will 

understand that he’s agreeing with it (laughs) because I know that that guy has to have 

same taste”. [Participant 3] 

“I think, you know based on the person you know”. [Participant 18] 

Individuals often make the claim of ‘knowing someone’ or having knowledge and 

understanding about what a word, emoji, sticker or GIF means. Knowledge and understanding 

are crucial for any communication. Knowledge and understanding allow for senders and 

receivers to add clarity to messages. Knowledge and understanding, however, is ever-

changing and developing constantly. Thus, knowledge and understanding applied to a specific 

message today may not be the same as compared to the knowledge and understanding 

applied to the same message a few years later (Gee, 2015). Overall, the process of fitting is 

about applying knowledge and understanding to messages to develop two layers of meaning: 

one, face-value meaning that is developed by applying knowledge and understanding about 

message content and two, deeper meaning, which is developed by applying knowledge and 

understanding about the opposing sender or receiver. 
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4.4 Summary 

In this chapter, I have presented details of message layering as the core category in the GT 

of overcoming message limitations in social media communication. Message layering is a 

basic social psychological process through which senders and receivers develop layers within 

messages to later produce or interpret messages. Message layering is approached by 

developing two layers within messages:  

1) Layers of structure which require senders and receivers to undergo message 

structuring. Message structuring is further addressed by the processes of combining 

and toning. This allows senders and receivers to make decisions on selecting specific 

message content and requires senders and receivers to assign specific tones to 

individual message content.  

2) Layers of meaning require senders and receivers to undergo message regulating. 

Message regulating is further addressed by the processes of associating and fitting. 

This allows senders and receivers to associate the message to specific types of sender 

or receiver. They are classified into three types of communicators, namely: stranger 

corresponder, close corresponders, and distant corresponders. Fitting requires 

senders to apply knowledge about the sender and/or receiver and message content to 

the message.  

Based on the discussion in this chapter, the emergent theory makes the following propositions: 

• Variations in message understanding is a result of how senders and receivers apply 

knowledge; 

• Understanding of messages is dependent upon two layers: structures and meaning, 

which are dependent on each other; 

• All message content is selected and classified individually by the sender and receiver 

of the message; 

• Senders and receivers assign grammatical knowledge to individual message content 

present in social media to give it a tone or unit of expression; 
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• Tone helps to give a message structure and position within a message. However, there 

is no such thing as incorrect structures. Rather, it is what the sender and receiver 

create as their own structure of the message. Grammatical rules are used in a limited 

capacity; 

• Knowledge about opposing sender or receiver is important to understand the meaning 

of messages as it allows for the indication of deeper meaning within messages. 

• Social relational ties tend to indicate the level of reciprocal knowledge that senders 

and receiver have about each other;  

• Knowledge of how each message content is defined helps give face-value meaning to 

each message content; 

• Message content tends to be dependent on the social media platform. Social media 

platforms tend to restrict the use of specific message content; 

• Messages in social media communication consist of an infinite number of possibilities 

in terms of meaning and structures. Message contents are subject to multiple 

interpretations and knowledge applied to messages is also open to infinite possibilities.  

Social media comments, posts and quotations were used as conceptual indicators to indicate 

each concept. Further, throughout the chapter, references to extant literature were made 

where appropriate.  

I continue my thesis with chapter 5, providing a discussion on the emergent theory of message 

layering in relation to the relevant theoretical and empirical literature.  
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 Comparison of Literature 

The initial aim of the study was to explore and later generate a substantive theory in social 

media communication around the main concerns of senders and receivers of messages. 

Chapter 4 provided an explanation of the emergent theory based on empirical data and 

references to extant literature were made based on the relevance of certain discussion present 

in the literature. Moving forward, Stern (2007, 1994) highlighted the importance of situating 

the emergent theory within a body of knowledge and adding to the extant literature to 

demonstrate the credibility and contribution to knowledge within the field. Additionally, Olavur 

(2011) indicated that in a CGT research the literature is used in a selective manner based on 

the emergent concepts and literature review is never contextual, rather it's conceptual in 

nature. In this chapter, I aim to situate the emergent theory within the broader literature, 

compare and contrast the emergent theory with present work and discuss similarities and 

differences.   

Based on the emergent theory, I argue that senders and receivers develop an understanding 

of messages and overcome limitations within messages by developing layers within 

messages. This study focused on discussions around message structures and making 

meaning of messages. Although there is some evidence of such discussions in the literature 

on interpersonal communication and computer-mediated communication. However, there is a 

gap in the literature in regard to addressing social media communication in particular. Rather, 

much focus addresses how social media platforms influence users, instead of focusing on the 

communication itself or how senders and receivers communicate within social media 

platforms.  

Most of the discussion in the literature on social media communication borrow theories and 

concepts from language, linguistic and traditional communication literature to highlight 

patterns of communication among users. However, many of these concepts and theories 

highlight issues related to text-based written and spoken messages and there is not much 
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literature available on visual-based messages. Although the field is still developing, and some 

attempts have been made. The emergent theory of message layering offers a new viewpoint 

on messages in social media communication. 

In this chapter, I have attempted to compare theories from language and interpersonal 

communication literature. With regards to communication literature, one key distinction 

identified in the literature is the distinction between ‘the sociology of language’ and ‘language 

in society’. Many languages and communication scholars make this distinction to address 

different scopes and levels of analysis.  The distinction can further be understood based on 

the macro and micro level of analysis: 

• Macro Level of analysis: At the macro-level of analysis, the discussion is around ‘the 

sociology of language’. Here the focus is on addressing the questions of how language 

influences the society. Therefore, the investigation is undertaken to understand 

languages and it impacts on society (Schachter and Shopen, 2007).  This also 

sometimes called macro-sociolinguistics. Here the analysis aimed at understanding 

societies rather than languages. 

• Micro-Level of analysis: At the micro-level of analysis, the discussion is around 

‘language in society’. Here the focus is on addressing the question of how society 

influences languages. Therefore, the investigation is undertaken to understand 

societies and social factors and their impact on languages (Gumperz and Cook-

Gumperz, 2008; Hudson, 1996). This is also known as sociolinguistics. Here the 

analysis is based around individuals and communities they belong too and how 

different factors of society influence language and create language variations. Here 

the aim is to understand languages and their usage.  

Given that distinction, it is important to note that this research addresses discussions around 

how communication takes place in social media, which is very much focused on the micro-

level of analysis of language. Focus is on the individuals involved and how they structure and 

develop meaning within messages. Thus, much of the literature review discussed in this 

chapter is focused on the micro-level perspective of language and communication. Further, 
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the discussion of the literature is focused on the emergent theory in relation to two key themes: 

the structuring of messages and meaning-making of messages  

5.1 Brief Overview of Trends in Interpersonal Communication and 

CMC Literature 

Communication studies aim to investigate and highlight the process of human communication. 

Human communication can be broken down into three distinct categories of verbal (spoken), 

written (readable) and non-verbal (observable) forms of communication. Calhoun (2011) 

highlights that communication research overlaps in disciplines and can range in terms of 

perspectives taken on communication research. i.e. just to name a few, communication 

research can take perspectives based on sociology, psychology, business, law or linguistics. 

However, due to the nature of the emergent concepts discovered in this research. A linguistics 

perspective is taken to focuses more on interpersonal communication on social media 

platforms. Interpersonal communication is defined as, ‘a process of message transaction 

between people to create and sustain shared meaning’ (West and Lynn H, 2009, p.10). With 

relevance to the definition of interpersonal communication. In this section, I will highlight some 

developments of interpersonal communication literature and further the development of 

computer-mediated communication (CMC) literature. This will help to provide a brief context 

for the current study. Further, a discussion on interpersonal communication sheds light on 

communication in general, whereas a discussion on CMC is important to shed light on some 

of the elements around social media.  

5.1.1 Historical Overview of Interpersonal Communication 

Earlier works of Georg Simmel (1955, 1903) highlighted the importance of dyads, different 

forms of social relationships, rituals, reciprocal knowledge and dialectical thinking. Simmel’s 

work laid the foundations for interpersonal communication and directed researchers to 

investigate different patterns of communication in various dyads, rituals and groups. Later 

works by Elton Mayo (1945) highlighted different power dynamics among groups and human 
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relations. These indicated that interpersonal communication tends to differ depending on 

differences in groups and the relations that individual groups have with each other.  

Similar studies in fields such as sociology and psychology highlighted elements of 

interpersonal communication and language from an individuals’ perspective. These include 

for example works such as Piaget’s (1926, 1928) contributions on cognitive development and 

Mead’s (1934) work on mind and self. For these authors, the focus on individuals’ perspectives 

indicated the importance of personal contexts and personal conditions. Piaget’s and Mead’s 

contributions highlighted the importance of cognition in communication. Further, later works 

develop from such contributions emphasised developmental modes of communication 

patterns. Indicating that due to differences in cognitive development, the abilities of speakers 

to communicate tend to differ. 

In this respect, research in the 1960s and 1970s focused very much on sociopsychological 

and psychiatric factors, mainly persuasion and social influences (Berger, 2005). Various 

scholars adopted different constructs such as learning, balance, social judgment and 

reactance (Hovland et al., 1954; Festinger, 1957, 1964; Heider, 1958; Sherif and Hovland, 

1961; Brehm, 1966). These brought forth the idea of behavioural intentions, deception, 

proxemics and overt and covert manipulation, including studies discussing psychological traits 

of narcissism, sociopaths and psychopaths. 

Later, 1980s literature saw a move towards constructivism and theories focused around 

meaning-making and behavioural adaptation as well as cognitive approaches to interpersonal 

communication. These gave birth to theories and constructs such as speech accommodation, 

proxemic violation, arousal labelling and discrepancy arousal (Giles and Powesland, 1975; 

Burgoon and Walther, 1990; Burgoon and Jones, 1976; Burgoon and Hale, 1988; Burgoon, 

1978; Patterson, 1983; Cappella and Greene, 1982). More importantly, communication 

literature saw the importance of emotions, proxemics and focus on the converging and 

diverging patterns of communicative behaviours.  

The 1990s and 2000s saw a massive turn in communication studies, focusing on different 

mediums of communication and, more importantly, computer-mediated communication due to 
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the rise of personal computers and the internet. The introduction of e-mails, chat rooms, 

instant messaging and social networks (Thurlow et al., 2004) brought new challenges for 

communication research. These gave rise to new ideas and topics in communication literature, 

such as social cues, channel expansion and virtual identities (Herring, 2010). Herring (2010, 

p.1) mentioned, ‘the mid to late 1990s was a ‘golden age’ for CMC’. 

5.1.2 Overview of Computer-Mediated Communications (CMC) 

A great explanation of CMC was introduced by Steve Jones (1995) who said that ‘CMC, of 

course, is not just a tool; it is at once technology, medium, and engine of social relations. It 

not only structures social relations, but it is also space within which the relations occur and the 

tool that individuals use to enter that space’. This explanation captures a couple of important 

elements of interpersonal communication. It highlights the importance of social relations as 

the key elements of communication, acknowledging the existence of societal factors and 

highlighting the importance of relational elements of connections and connectedness.  

Additionally, significant elements of the definition capture the idea of ‘spaces’. Space not only 

captures the idea of virtual or technology-based space in which messages are encoded, 

decoded and exchanged but also acknowledges the idea that there are different spaces 

outside the virtual and technological mediums. Space can be related to the concept of 

proxemics introduced in the early 1960s by Edward Hall (1966). Hall suggested that different 

spaces can affect different relations, exchanges and even societies.  

Hall emphasised psychological and sociological discussions around space and its effect on 

individuals. CMC literature presents discussions around different virtual spaces and puts a lot 

of emphasis on the networks and technologies that users use to interact.  

The idea of reality, according to Jones (1995, p.12), ‘is not constituted by the networks CMC 

users use: it is constituted in the networks’. He also highlighted the importance of conducting 

research beyond the realm of technology and focusing more on the interactions and 

community from the perspective of CMC technologies. Therefore, CMC scholars tend to focus 

on different types of interaction, specifically differentiating between synchronous versus 
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asynchronous communication; oral versus textual communication; active versus passive 

participation and highly interactive communication (Romiszowski and Mason, 2004). 

Current literature on CMC tends to be divided among different disciplines with different 

applications and concerns regarding the impact and inclusion of CMC in our daily lives. For 

example, pedagogical literature approaches CMC with concerns of the application of CMC in 

classrooms and potential for an increase in learning (Drum, 2015; Lane, 1994); Knowledge 

management literature approaches CMC with concerns of knowledge sharing (Chen et al., 

2014), creation and transfer in virtual communities (Liu and Rau, 2014), communities of 

practices and online interactions (Lee et al., 2014); Psychology literature approaches CMC 

with various concerns of well-being (Best et al., 2014), social anxiety (Weidman et al., 2012; 

Shalom et al., 2015) and identity (Prizant-Passal et al., 2016).  

5.2 Message Layering and Gee’s Propositions on Theory of 

Discourses 

James Paul Gee is a sociolinguist and one of the key contributors to discourse analysis. Gee 

expounds a type of research methodology that focuses on the idea of discourses and context 

(Gee, 2014). It is important to note that Gee’s work explored the idea of discourse and only 

focuses on the concept of discourse in terms of language.  

Gee (2015, 2012, 2014, 1989, 2017, 2003) argues that every individual belongs to a discourse 

community and that certain language use and features tend to be easier for certain people 

than others. The argument that the theory of discourses makes is that all language is situated 

in a context and used from a specific perspective. He refers to the idea of language-in-use 

and suggests that meaning is socially constructed within the boundaries of the discourse 

communities. Individuals are seen to belong to various discourse communities, which can 

result in a specific type of language being spoken (Gee, 2012). The terms language here is 

used loosely to indicate a specific way of speaking or writing adopted by senders or receivers 

in the communication process. Gee’s theory of discourse addresses message limitation from 

the perspective of society and discourse. 
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The basic premise that the theory of discourse builds from is that all human languages that 

exist come from one or a very few languages but, due to changing discourses over time, 

different language variations have formed. One language can have multiple variations i.e. 

although English originated in England, variations in how certain words and phrases of English 

language are used can be seen across the world such as in countries like United States, 

Australia and Ireland (Sevinj, 2015). Although the message exchange process may have 

limitations, clarity can be achieved by relaying messages and its senders and receivers with 

various discourses that effects senders and receivers (Gleason and Ratner, 2016; McWhorter, 

2016). Discourses here can be thought of as ‘forms of life’ which informs how an individual 

behaves, interact, feel, believes and use language. Discourse can be also be understood as 

sub-cultures within a broader culture or society (Gee, 2012). And each subculture tends to 

have specific styles of languages. Due to this, we all speak different variations of languages. 

Thus, based on when and how individuals ascribe to such sub-cultures we communicate 

differently. Different varieties or styles in speaking and communicating are called social 

languages. And as individuals, we speak variances of social languages. Gee suggests that 

any language (such as English) being understood as a general way communicating is 

misleading. This is because when human communicates, we all tend to have different styles 

variations in how we communicate. Such style or variety in the way of communicating is 

defined to be social language. Social languages tends to change based on the social factors 

and identities individuals form and the different groups that individuals associate with (Gee, 

2017). For example, a person who plays a lot of video games can take on the social identity 

of a gamer. When speaking to others, an individual may use specific language variance that 

indicates their gamer identity. A gamer may use the word ‘tank’ differently compared to others. 

For a gamer, the word ‘tank’ refers to a person or character who is physically strong and can 

take a fair amount of beating (Ensslin, 2011).  

However, in the English language, the word ‘tank’ is defined as a large armoured vehicle or 

large storage chamber to hold liquid or gas. Individuals can speak their own style of language-

based their own individual differences, which is unique to themselves and this is called 
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idiolects. On the other hand, individuals can speak in a more localised language, which is 

more generalised in the social settings. This is called dialects. Individuals are able to shift 

between the spectrum of idiolects to dialects (Edwards, 2009). Social language, therefore, is 

the result of the variance on the idiolects/dialect’s spectrum. For example, considering the 

example of ‘tank’, ‘tank’ can have multiple meanings depending on the situation and the 

individual identity a person associated with it, as seen in figure 5.1. 

  Definition of the word “Tank”  

 Idiolect  Dialect 

Social Identities Personal 

meaning 

Prisoner Gamer Military 

soldier 

Architect  

Definitions A 

stomach 

A prison 

cell  
A person 

or a 

character 

who is 

physically 

strong  

A large 

armoured 

vehicle 

A large 

storage 

chamber 

to hold 

liquid or 

gas 

 

Figure 5.1: Definitions of Tank for Different Social Identities 
(Source: Created by author) 

Based on the theory of discourse, limitations in messages are overcome by relating the 

messages to discourses, identities that individuals associate with, the groups we associate 

with and the situation in which speakers are present in a given moment in time. Discourses 

are essential ingredients in the meaning-making process of language. Gee (2017, p.78) 

mentioned that ‘discourses are ways of enacting and recognising socially significant identities 

based on how a person uses all the ‘stuff’ required to get recognized as having that identity’.  

Therefore, every individual speaks, interacts and acts in a certain way based on the discourses 

they belong to. Situational positioning and socio-cultural placement are key when 

understanding and interpreting the meaning of the text. Discourse-based approaches such as 

Gee’s theory of discourse helps highlight the importance of positioning and message 

construction and interpretations within the context of socio-cultural elements and situations. 

Building on the idea of discourses and socio-cultural elements, another addition to the theory 

of discourses is the idea of speech communities (Gumperz, 2009; Gumperz and Hymes, 

1972). 
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The concept of speech communities highlights that different groups, cultures and communities 

tend to have different patterns of communication (Morgan, 2014). Speech community 

researchers tend to focus on frequent interactions among individuals to determine a specific 

speech pattern or a dialect. According to Gumperz (2009), individuals assign themselves to 

specific speech communities, in which they communicate using a ‘single speech variant’ that 

can change the meaning of utterances. Speech variants are specific styles of communication 

that individuals adopt and use based on their affiliated communities. It can also be understood 

as the dialect a community forms. For example, gang members are seen to adopt more 

aggressive and obscene styles of speech variants (Cloward and Ohlin, 2013). Gang members 

may use specific words or phrases that can have a different meaning to outsiders. 

Patton et al.’s (2016) work on Chicago gang twitter feeds, highlighted instances of language 

variants where words such as ‘smoke em’ referred to the intention to use firearms. Similarly, 

the use of emoji ‘100 ( )’ referred to the idea of truth and integrity among gang members, 

referring to ‘keeping it real’, ‘being 100’, or ‘100%’. Language variation is seen to be a common 

trait in different speech communities. A definition of community proposed by Doheny-Farina 

(1996) highlights the key features required to form a specific speech variant, Doheny-Farina, 

mentioned, ‘a community is bound by place, which always includes complex social and 

environment necessities’ (p. 37).  

Further, speech communities focus more on sharing rules for speaking and communicating 

but they might not necessarily share the same language. ‘Rule sharing’ is the central criteria 

for a speech community (Saville-Troike, 1977). Speech communities can take multiple forms, 

however, people do not have to belong to one specific speech community. Instead, individuals 

belong to multiple speech communities and associate different rules depending on potential 

receivers of the message. Fasold (1990) mentioned that individuals tend to alter their 

communicative and speech behaviours to comply with an appropriate speech community. For 

instance, an individual who belongs to a community of gang members will apply the more 

informal and aggressive style of speech behaviour when communicating with fellow gang 
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members, whereas the same individual who also belongs to a community of church members 

will apply more formal and passive style for speaking when communicating with fellow church 

members.  

Style of speech and communication are formed based on social norms and social interactions, 

which are seen to play a vital role in the construction of speech variants within speech 

communities (Gumperz, 1964). Further, interactions with group members are seen to 

constantly mould and change the speech variants and styles depending on changing 

discourses. The definition of speech communities also highlights the use of ‘shared language’ 

among individuals within a group of people, indicating specialised use of language elements 

that are only understood by specific individuals who share a common understanding. 

Many of the arguments made by Gee’s theory of discourse presents a sociological point of 

view for variations in meaning within messages. Whereas this study’s emergent theory of 

message layering addresses variations from the point of knowledge gained and social relation 

ties among senders and receivers. Gee’s contributions focused more on ethnographic or 

group-based development of variations in meaning (Gee, 2014). For this study, the theory of 

discourses can be considered to be a precursor to message layering. Theory of discourses 

concerns with how language and its meaning is developed, whereas message layering 

addresses how language is used. In contrast, I argue in message layering that variations are 

not the result of groups but rather of how individual senders and receivers use knowledge to 

create variations. A conscious decision to apply specific knowledge tends to create variations 

in communication, knowledge in relation to the opposing sender or receiver and/or knowledge 

in relation to the definition and understanding about specific message content. Gee’s 

proposition on the inclusion of social roles and social identities may not be seen as important 

in message layering but it can be considered a property of applied knowledge. It is agreeable 

that social roles and social identities are seen to inform the specific style of communicating. 

However, often the sender or receiver may not have knowledge of the various social roles and 

identities influencing the opposing sender or receiver. But having knowledge and awareness 
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of specific social roles and identities taken on by senders and receivers can help to provide 

clarity to message, and further help to develop clearer understanding.  

Another key distinction between message layering and Gee’s theory of discourse is that in 

message layering, communicators often develop meaning based on how they relate to each 

other as individual sender or receiver. Whereas in theory of discourses, senders and receivers 

of messages are argued to relate to various groups and communities instead. Theory of 

discourses emphasises on the importance of group-related factors to highlight variations in 

communication, whereas in message layering I emphasis on the importance of individual 

factors relating to specific sender or receiver. Additionally, a distinction between individual 

knowledge (this is addressed in message layering) vs social knowledge (this is addressed in 

the theory of discourse) is evident. Gee argues for the importance of social knowledge to 

understanding and overcoming message limitations. Social knowledge is defined as the 

collective knowledge developed based on interactions between groups and connections 

among individuals (Camic et al., 2011). Social knowledge as a concept is an interesting one 

but can be seen as one type of knowledge that senders and receiver hold from the point of 

view of message layering.  

Applying or using social knowledge requires senders and receivers to have an understanding 

of different social identities and roles that senders and receivers undertake. In Gee’s view, it 

is important for senders and receivers to be recognised as something or someone (for 

example a student, tutor, gamer or an architect) in order to gain clarity within messages. This 

is an important idea proposed by Gee, which can be further integrated into message layering. 

Message layering only discusses the importance of individual knowledge. However, message 

layering can be extended based on Gee’s theory of discourses propositions on the importance 

of social knowledge.  

Gee’s theory of discourse provides some good insights in relation to the importance of social 

connections and relationships among senders and receivers. However, much of Gee’s 

typology of social connections among sender and receiver is dependent upon social identities 



105 

 

and roles. Further, it only considers individuals who are known to both sender and receivers. 

In Message layering, I also consider individuals who are unknown to senders and receivers.   

Taking into account Gee’s proposition, we can consider social identities and roles to be 

dimensions of socio-cultural knowledge, which help to indicate a specific type of dialect 

adopted by the sender or receiver.  

Ideas on knowledge discussed in both message layering and Gee’s theory discourse can help 

to develop knowledge as a broader construct, which is applicable to both theories. Concepts 

of individual knowledge discussed in message layering can add to Gee’s theory of discourse 

and ideas discussed on social knowledge can add to message layering. There is an 

opportunity here to further extend both theories by identifying various typologies of knowledge 

relevant to the communication process.  

Further, Gee’s theory of discourses is seen to be limited in terms of its propositions. This is 

because the theory of discourses mainly addresses the process of meaning-making in 

communication but overlooks the issues around structures in messages. Message layering 

can add to Gee’s propositions and highlight the process of message structuring. Message 

layering provides an explanation of how messages are structured in the communication 

process. Indicating to patterns of behaviours highlighting, the properties of combining and 

toning.  

Similar to Gee’s work on discourse communities, another perspective on structures and 

meaning can be seen from the works of Malinowski, Firth and Halliday’s views on ‘context of 

situation’. And the discussion on Systemic Functional Grammar 

5.3 Message Layering and Halliday’s Propositions on Systemic 

Functional Grammar  

Another perspective on message construction in language and the meaning generation 

process came about from the ethnographic fieldwork of Bronislaw Malinowski (1941). His work 

focused on message construction and addressed different elements present in the message 

content. His work initially took into consideration elements of cultures and indicated that words 



106 

 

used in communication tend to be culturally loaded. Later, works of Firth (1951, 1950) and 

Halliday (1985) extended Malinowski’s work by indicating the importance of speakers and text. 

This later developed into Systemic Functional Grammar (SFG). Studies conducted by 

Malinowski, Firth and Halliday focused on identifying how cultures affect languages. 

Malinowski’s research contributed to language studies by highlighting how messages are 

constructed and indicating different determinants of meaning within the context of specific 

cultures. Further, their works mainly focused on spoken communication among individuals 

from different cultures. 

The concept of context of the situation is often used to address written communication for the 

purpose of understanding text and at times for translation (Hu, 2010). Further, the context of 

the situation is also relevant to the discussion in this study as it addresses message structures 

and message-meaning based on written communication.   

Malinowski’s View: 

The initial idea proposed by Malinowski focused on the importance of culture and cultural 

riddles that words hold within themselves. In a given situation, words such as ‘wood’ can refer 

to a canoe for sailing (Wolf, 1989). He also emphasised the importance of narratives and 

stories, which help to construct and give meaning to words. For Malinowski, messages are 

dependent on two factors (Manca, 2012, p.9): 1), ‘the situation of the moment of narration’ and 

2), ‘the situation created by the stories themselves’. The case of the word ‘wood’ being 

recognised as ‘canoe’ points to the various situations and stories which changed the meaning 

of the word ‘wood’ to have different connotations (Senft, 2005).  

Malinowski suggested that meanings in messages are dependent on the context. Grammatical 

choices made by speakers tend to relate to the world around the speakers in communication.  

However, in message layering, I do not discuss the world around them communicators, but 

mainly highlighted the process of toning which indicate to the grammatical choices made by 

senders and receivers. Malinowski suggested that use of language is a social function. It is a 

mode of action and happens in a social system. Construction of words within written and 

spoken communication is influenced by cultural norms and practices. However, concepts by 
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which Malinowski addressed cultural connections to language and language use was seen to 

be questionable in natures. As he indicated that context can be addressed based on things or 

people present in a situation. This explanation seems to present culture as a very rigid 

concept. And it does not indicate what accounts for variations in languages. Based such ideas 

he introduced the dimension of ‘tenor’ (this will be discussed later in detail in comparison with 

message layering) in SFG 

Firth’s View 

Firth’s ideas extended Malinowski’s context of situation and highlighted the importance of 

context from the perspective of the speaker. In his writing, he viewed senders and receivers 

as ‘speakers’, and indicated that all individuals involved in the process of communication hold 

the same properties. Thus, differentiating communicators as separate senders and/o receivers 

is not relevant in this case. Speakers are considered to be actors in the process of 

communication. In addition to Malinowski’s context of culture, Firth added the dimension of 

context of speakers. He emphasised that message construction and meaning within 

messages are dependent on the context of the speakers. It is important to consider the 

discourse of the individuals: such as the speaker’s history and notions of personality (Firth, 

1950, 1951). Based on the speakers’ context, senders and receiver act in a specific way, 

particularly considering verbal and non-verbal actions. Verbal actions refer to the tone of 

speaking and tone addresses spoke words. For example, a word is spoken loudly or in a softer 

tone. Further, Firth also indicated the importance of non-verbal actions such as considerations 

of body language and gestures. Firth’s view of the context of situation can be categorised by 

three main elements:  

1. Features of participants: Verbal and non-verbal actions of participants and their 

personalities; 

2. The objects in the conversations; 

3. The causal effect of verbal actions. 

It is important to note that patterns of communication and language according to Firth was the 

results of the actions (either verbal or non-verbal) of participants in the communication 
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process. Building on from Malinowski’s work, Firth indicated that speakers’ actions are a result 

of cultural influences. The difference here is that Malinowski addressed culture in a very broad 

sense, whereas Firth discussed culture from the perspectives of individuals. Communicators 

are seen as products of cultural influences and actions in communication are culturally loaded 

(Manca, 2012). He introduced the dimension of ‘tenor’ (this will be discussed later in detail in 

comparison with message layering) in SFG. The context of situation was further extended by 

Michael Halliday to later be transformed in SFG. 

Halliday’s View and Systemic Functional Grammar  

Michael Halliday (1985; 2004) combined and extended Malinowski’s and Firth’s work and 

looked at the context of situation in a different way. His ideas focused on the concepts of social 

meaning. Social meaning is a concept that refers to the constructed meaning of text, words or 

phrases (Lessig, 1995). For instance, when communicating in text-based messages in 

different CMC mediums using capital letters for whole words is considered shouting or yelling 

in some communities (Robb, 2014) i.e. ‘HELLO’ as opposed to ‘hello’. The shouting or yelling 

is social meaning in this case. Halliday also associated meaning from the perspective of social 

interactions between individuals. He pointed towards the idea that people can know what 

others might say or can assume hidden meaning associated in a text, even it is not clearly 

pointed out by the participants. 

Further, he discussed textual functions in languages. He indicated that messages consist of 

clauses and language or messages should be considered from the point of view of clauses 

and not as separate words. This idea is partly aligned with what I argue from the perspective 

of message layering. In message laying, I have argued that senders and receivers tend to 

select and classify various message content and then make connections and assume 

positions of various message content. This results in a completed structure of the message. 

However, message layering considers message content individually and also as a connected 

whole. Thus, each individual element of the message are considered to be as equally 

important as clauses in a message. Message layering can add to SFG by indicating the 
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importance of individual message content and suggests that in the process of meaning-making 

each individual message content may account to a different meaning. 

Additionally, based on Malinowski's and Firth’s work, Halliday indicated that messages contain 

social meaning, which can be understood by relating to cultural and societal factors. Further, 

he highlighted that speakers can often indicate social meaning by relating elements to cultural 

norms (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004). Comparing these ideas with propositions made in 

message layering. I argue that messages are seen to contain a deeper meaning. The deeper 

meaning is similar to the concept of hidden meaning in SFG. Deeper meaning highlights the 

importance of relaying messages to knowledge about opposing sender and receiver. But 

senders and receivers are seen to belong to specific cultures and societies. Message layering 

can be extended by considering social meaning as another dimension of deeper meaning 

present in messages. Further, SFG can be extended by considering deeper meaning which 

indicates to knowledge about opposing sender and receiver. Based on the ideas proposed 

using SFG, Halliday stated, ‘the text, we have said is an instance of the process and product 

of social meaning in a particular context of situation’ (Halliday and Hasan, 1985, p.11). The 

context of situation from Halliday’s perspective suggests that clauses within messages can be 

divided into three key distinctive functions of the context (O’Donnell, 2010; Taverniers, 2011):  

1. Ideational function: This is also known as ‘field of discourse’ and is considered to be 

the function of interpreting based on human experiences. It refers to how we make 

sense of reality around us. Ideational functions in messages address three sub-

components: 

• Participants: People or things involved in the process; 

• Processes: Actions involved in the sentence (verbs); 

• Circumstances: Who, where, when, how and why the process occurred. 

Essentially, ideational functions are concerned with social actions that various clauses 

relate to in a message. Also known as an experiential layer in messages, this layer 

focuses content-related aspects of messages, addressing what the content of the 
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message is, representing the story associated to the overall message and indicating 

what is going on in the text. 

From the point of view of message layering, breaking down messages into participants, 

processes and circumstances, is not seen relevant. This is because messages do not 

always consist of such elements. Often, messages may not always indicate processes, 

people or circumstances. i.e. a sender might just include the word ‘k’ as a response, 

this is indicating agreement or the word ‘ok’. Ideational function in SFG assumes that 

all clauses relate to processes. But in message layering, this is not the case. Assuming 

positioning is a property discussed in message layering which highlights that 

assumptions on what the message is about and how it is toned are dependent on 

sender or receiver. Assumptions are not restricted to processes, people or 

circumstances. Although these might be present in some cases. Further, message 

contents are positioned individually and as separate entities within messages. and they 

are not seen as combined clauses.  

2. Interpersonal Functions: This is also known as the tenor of discourse. This focuses 

on a speaker’s related aspects of messages. This refers to the verbal and non-verbal 

actions of the speakers originally proposed by Firth. An interpersonal function is 

addressed based on two sub-components: 

• Speaker’s Persona: Considered to be the created appearance of the sender or 

receiver. It can be understood as the image or perception of who the speaker 

is in the communication process.  

• Social Distance: Considered to be the degree of social differentiation between 

the sender and receiver of the message. It is important to note here that the 

differentiation discussed in terms of social distance refers to the level of 

difference in relation to race, ethnicity, gender, social status and sexuality 

(Park, 1924).   

Essentially, tenor aims to answer the question of, ‘who are we talking about here?’ 
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From the point of view of message layering a discussion on persona and social 

distance is seen to be very important and relevant in the process of communication. 

As discussed in message layering, senders and receivers often associate messages 

to the opposing sender and receiver. Recognising who the opposing sender and 

receive is very important. Further, differentiating between stranger, distant 

corresponder, and close corresponder is seen to be of relevance. However, such 

typology is only seen to be based on social relation ties. Ties, however, is dependent 

on the level of interaction in message layering. Concepts of persona and social 

distance are new concepts which were not discovered in message layering. However, 

there an opportunity here to further investigate the relevance of such concepts in the 

message layer. Additionally, there is an opportunity here to further investigate the 

importance of social relation ties to be a relevant concept which can further extend the 

dimension of the interpersonal function of SFG   

3. Textual Functions: This is also known as the mode of discourse. This focuses on 

links between various words within messages, highlighting cohesion and coherence 

within messages. Textual functions try to address any instances of hesitation, pause 

and repetition in the message. At this layer, it is important to consider relations of text 

to other text, addressing the functions of each text in its context. Textual functions 

address parts of the message which indicate to the ‘theme’ and ‘rheme’. Theme 

indicate to the part of the message which highlights people, processes and 

circumstances included in the message. It is a declarative statement in a message. 

And rheme is simply rest of the message.   

From the point of view of message layering, such a distinction is not seen relevant, as 

senders and receivers often are seen to not make such distinctions, rather they focus 

on making their own connections regardless of whether the message highlights 

people, processes and circumstances.  

Halliday’s approach of SFG suggests that messages are constructed and interpreted based 

on the three functions, as suggested above. Further, Halliday's propositions were based on 
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communication that only involved words and does not address the use of visuals in 

communication. I, on the other hand, argued, based on message layering, that messages 

contain only two layers.  

Based on message layering, Halliday’s SFG approach discusses some similar points in 

relation to the properties of toning and combining. In message layering, I have indicated that 

the unit of expressions is assigned by considering a word to represent a person, place, or an 

action. However, in SFG, Halliday uses different terminology to describe similar concepts. For 

example, a subject or actor as described by Halliday is also considered to represent a person 

and process/predicator is considered as an action in relation to the person. 

Although Halliday’s SFG seems to discuss similar concepts mentioned in message layering, 

Halliday failed to address the importance of knowledge and the ability to apply such knowledge 

in the process of communication.   

Much of Halliday’s efforts focused on message understanding only from the perspective of 

text and words in communication. Further, SFG highlighted the importance of socio-cultural 

context in the message construction process. Though socio-cultural context did not emerge in 

message layering, it’s a possible concept that can further be into message layering. Halliday’s 

SFG can add to message layering through considerations of socio-cultural context. Which 

include elements of social factors and cultural factors.  

Another perspective that is important to discuss here is the work of an influential figure in the 

field of linguistics, Noam Chomsky. 

5.4 Message Layering and Chomsky’s Propositions on Syntactic 

Structures 

Noam Chomsky is an American linguist and considered to be the father of modern linguistics. 

He is most notably known for his work on generative grammar and his influential publication 

titled, ‘Syntactic Structures’ (Chomsky, 1957). In this, he presented a theory on structures in 

languages. The theory was also tiled syntactic structures. Chomsky’s propositions are relevant 

for this study, as propositions made in message layering tend to share similarities with 
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syntactic structures. There however are also areas in which message layering does not agree 

with Chomsky’s propositions. Namely, there is an agreement in the presence of structures and 

layers within messages. Further, there are disagreements in claims of grammar being 

universal and the importance of rules of grammar in communication. 

The key difference between message layering and syntactic structures is that message 

layering suggests that senders and receivers combine, and tone messages based on how 

senders and receivers associated with each other and the application of knowledge. Further, 

the process of structuring is presented differently in both message layering and in syntactic 

structures. 

Syntactic structures and approaches in transformational generative grammar suggest that 

rules of grammar are universal and human beings are born with innate structural rules of 

languages, which help them to distinguish grammatically correct sentences from incorrect 

ones (Goddard and Wierzbicka, 2002). Whereas in message layering, I do not make the 

distinction between correct or incorrect grammar, rather, all messages are seen to be correct, 

based on how individuals are combining and toning in messages. Correct and incorrect 

messages are never in question from the point of view of message layering.  

Again, it is important to highlight that propositions made by Chomsky were based only on 

words and alphabets in the English language and considered only text and spoken words. 

Social media communication, on the other hand, is seen to be a hybrid form of communication 

which considers textual and non-textual forms of message content, thus, indicating a gap to 

be filled in the literature. However, Chomsky distinguishes between language that has finite 

grammar and language that has infinite grammar. Finite grammar tends to relate to languages 

that are limited in term of how specific words can be used or the possible number of sentences 

that can be produced (Disessel, 2013). Message layering is considered to be in line with the 

proposition of infinite grammar, having an infinite number of variations in terms of message 

structures. This is because often textual and non-textual message content used in social 

media communication is seen to have multiple meaning. And meaning for message contents 

is developed based on varying processes of how each sender and receiver structures and 
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assign meaning to messages. There are no set rules or standards that control the number of 

possible meaning within messages. Any word, emoji or sticker can be assigned any meaning.  

Syntactic structures theory proposes that all language is governed by rules and each message 

exchanged consists of three sets of rules (Chomsky, 1957). However, it is important to note 

here that syntactic structures theory was developed based on written and spoken 

communication based on words and letters. But rules are not so relevant in modern ways of 

communication such as social media communication. This evident in message layering.  

The three governing sets of rules proposed by Chomsky are as follows: 

1. Phrase Structure Rules  

2. Transformational Rules 

3. Morphophonemic Rules  

Phrase structure rules are considered to be specific rules that senders and receivers use to 

combine and re-combine specific words. Phrase structure rules indicate what words go in a 

message and how specific are connected to each other to make a single unit constituent. 

Constituent here refers to either a word or group of words to make up a grammatical unit in a 

language. Based on the phrase structure rule, the general idea of phrase structure indicates 

that X => Y Z, meaning that unit X consists of unit Y, followed by unit Z. Further, phrase 

structure indicates that a sentence must either be considered a noun phrase or verb phrase. 

Noun phrases are a phrase or sentence focused on describing a person, place or thing, 

whereas a verb phrase is a phrase or sentence that focuses on describing an action (Speas, 

1990; Singer, 2009).  

Transformational rules, on the other hand, tend to relate the existing phrase structures and 

help modify well-formed structure (in limited ways). These are rules that can take the same 

sentence or phrase and modify it to mean the same thing but have a different phrase structure. 

Such rules, however, are not necessary for the purpose of message construction. Many times, 

these rules are created based on the individual’s understanding of the phrase structure and 

rely on the linguistic competence of the speaker (Chomsky, 1965). Lastly, the 

morphophonemics rules refer to the rules in relation to possible ways a speaker can produce 



115 

 

the sound of words and units within a given environment. However, morphophonemic rules 

are usually more relevant to spoken words language.  

To add to the three rules, Chomsky (1965, 1957) further indicated that messages and 

languages being spoken can be seen from two perspectives. These he calls surface structures 

and deep structures. By making such distinction, Chomsky indicated that speakers of 

language often develop abstract ideas about how specific sentences are structured. which are 

referred to as deep structured. Surface structure refers to the structures that are actually 

produced in the form of written or spoken messages. Additionally, phrase structure rules and 

lexicons are concerns of deep structure that indicates how a phrase or sentence should be 

created and combined together. On the other hand, surface structures address 

transformations and morphophonemics rules.  

Much of Chomsky’s efforts highlighted the presence of structures within a language and 

message exchanges in general. Although the concept of syntactic structures is different from 

message layering, some similarities are present. There is an agreement between message 

layering and syntactic structures in terms of the concept of combining, both highlights the 

importance of combing as a process and indicates that communicators often combine and re-

combine messages in order to give structure to messages. However, the disagreement in 

terms combining between message layering is that. Syntactic structures suggest that 

combining is done based on phrase structures rules, rules which are universal in nature. 

Whereas message layering suggests that combining is done based on associating and fitting 

of knowledge in regard to how the communicators recognise the opposing sender and 

receiver. Syntactic structures rely on the concepts of universal rules for combining and toning 

messages. But message layering does not make such claims but indicates the importance of 

knowledge and association in message structuring 

Much of message layering discusses phrases and sentences to indicate what senders and 

receivers do on social media to try to achieve an understanding of messages. On the other 

hand, Chomsky was more concerned with the language itself and what makes up a language. 

Due to this, Chomsky did not address the concerns around meaning within messages. Further, 
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Chomsky mentioned that concerns of syntax (message structures) are independent of 

semantics (meaning within the message) (Chomsky, 1957). Although in message layering, I 

tend to present meaning and structures as separate sub-core categories. However, based on 

the emergent concepts I presented that they are interrelated rather than independent, in order 

to address the concerns of overcoming message limitations. From the perspective of message 

layering, the meaning is assigned based on the structures and, without structures, there is no 

meaning in messages. Thus, meaning cannot exist without structures and structures cannot 

exist with meaning.  

Chomsky indicated the importance of rules. Setting and using rules to construct a message is 

a necessary action for message structuring. Chomsky suggested that rules are planned 

actions that are universal and mutually inclusive in nature. However, the empirical data 

indicated that in social media, messages are structured without mutually inclusive rules. 

Rather, many structures are created without rules and rely on the application of knowledge to 

indicate structure. Message layering tends to challenge some of the propositions on claims of 

universal rules. Chomsky’s syntactic structures highlight that every language consist of 

universal rules, however, from the point of view message layering, communication is 

undertaken without the consideration of any rules, but individuals interpret messages based 

on individual knowledge and understanding. This means that rules are necessary for the 

purpose of communication. Although, knowledge and understanding of how others 

communicate are important.  

5.5 Suggestion of concepts based on literature 

The propositions provided by Gee, Halliday and Chomsky provide some useful insights into 

message structures and message meaning. Their propositions helped identify certain 

concepts that were of relevance to message layering. Additionally, concepts that were not 

relevant and did not fit were compared and contrasted. The literature review helped identify 

some properties and dimensions that related to the main concern of overcoming message 

limitations. The literature review helped identify two relevant concepts that can extend and 
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add to the emergent theory of message layering. The properties of socio-cultural context 

knowledge and mutual Knowledge were further considered in terms of message layering, 

based on the discussion below.  

5.5.1 Socio-Cultural Context Knowledge 

In addition to Gee’s and Halliday’s propositions, Stewart's(1968) work on sociolinguistics 

highlighted the importance of context in relation to social factors in language construction. 

Stewart put forward the idea that individuals from different countries assign different standards 

and codes to the language they use.  Communities and networks tend to direct a specific way 

of communicating (Deckert and Vickers, 2011; Wardhaugh, 2010).  

Socio-cultural context is addressed in the literature from the point of view of interpersonal 

relationships, social roles and identities (Gee, 2012; Halliday and Hasan, 1985). Scholars 

acknowledge the importance of different social and cultural factors and their relationship to 

message construction (Wilkes-Gibbs and Clark, 1992; Krauss and Chiu, 1998; Clark and 

Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986; Clark and Schaefer, 1987). Language scholars highlight that speakers 

construct messages based on different individuals involved in the communication process. 

They further suggest that messages are governed by sender-receiver relationships in a given 

context. This is in line with the propositions made in message layering 

Language use is dependent upon different elements of social life and norms and uncertainty 

in the message can be reduced through having a good understanding of opposing social life 

and norms (Berger, 2005). Interpersonal relationships between senders and receivers are a 

result of social actions (Haratyan, 2011). Halliday’s approach to systemic functional grammar 

highlights the dimension of the tenor of discourse (Halliday and Hasan, 1985; Haratyan, 2011). 

This relates to the interpersonal level of analysis between the sender and receiver(s). It is 

acknowledged that various different interpersonal elements of the sender can help in 

identifying various different functional patterns of communication of senders, such as mood, 

modality (how language is expressed) and personal use of pronouns (Ye, 2008).  
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On a broader level, positioning ones’ message on the measures of elements of an opposing 

speaker’s persona, social distance and social status should help achieve clarity within 

messages. However, this requires senders and receivers to have knowledge of such factors 

(Coffin et al., 2009; O’Halloran, 2006). 

Further, having knowledge of the socio-cultural context can help position the opposing sender 

or receiver to specific social positions and associate different linguistic variants to specific 

communicators (Paolillo, 1999). Research indicates that social actions are encoded in 

messages and variances in language can be measured by relating to socio-cultural factors 

and social actions in messages are measured based on the social roles of individuals, 

closeness to others, and social exchanges and interactions (Hutchinson et al., 2012; Fischer, 

1982). This is considered to be of relevance from the perspective of message layering as it 

indicates to elements of knowledge which are necessary for the purpose of building 

commonalities among senders and receivers.  

Literature indicates the importance of the socio-cultural context. However, it is highlighted that 

senders and receivers must try to relate to the socio-cultural context to gain clarity on how an 

opposing sender and receiver might communicate. Knowledge of socio-cultural context is 

seen to be relevant here and the application of such knowledge provides clarity to overcome 

message limitations. Thus, knowledge of the socio-cultural context could be seen as a 

property of knowledge applied in the layer of meaning. However, the analysis would need to 

be carried out in order to further extend the theory by integrating socio-cultural knowledge into 

message layering. 

5.5.2 Mutual Knowledge 

Applications of Gee’s theory of discourse address the concerns of alignment within 

communication, where senders and receivers seek to align themselves to one another, in 

order to make sense of the messages being exchanged. Alignment is necessary to come to a 

shared meaning in conversations (Gee, 2015; Weigand, 2010). Mutual knowledge is an 

important element that results in senders and receivers having the same understanding of the 
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message. This is similar to the concept of aligned meaning discussed under the category of 

associating. Gumperz (2009) highlighted that successful communication is achieved only 

when senders and receivers are on a similar frame of reference. Associations to speech 

communities allow for senders and receivers to better align specific speech variants.  

Further, understanding of meaning can also be achieved by understanding the communicative 

behaviours of senders and receivers (Giles and Ogay, 2007). Gee (2017) highlighted the 

importance of relating conversations to mutual past events between sender and receivers to 

understand the mutual meaning of specific content of messages. Sociolinguistic literature 

addresses the concept of previous interactions from the perspectives of past discourse and 

addresses the need to analyse mutual discourse events to understand the alignment between 

the sender and receiver’s social identities. This is also to relate meaning from the point of view 

of social identities within discourse communities (Paltridge, 2012; Bolander and Locher, 2014). 

Although based on the emergent concepts I discussed the importance of aligned meaning, 

however, concepts such as social identities and discourses were not discovered but could be 

considered to be of relevance here. 

Literature addresses shared knowledge and information as an important element for 

knowledge creation and to develop meaning for different communicators (Davenport and 

Prusak, 1998). Shared knowledge or mutual understanding is seen to improve the level of 

understanding between individuals. Effective Information-sharing as a process is seen to 

improve the level of knowledge which results in effective decision-making (Alavi and Leidner, 

2001). Further, the literature on social networks acknowledges this point of view of shared 

information and adds that communicators within specific networks and communities interact 

differently, depending on different kinds of information that is shared (Osatuyi, 2013). 

Additionally, the importance of shared information can be used to further extend the theory of 

message layering 

Communicative behaviours and message constructions are different depending on the level 

of mutual knowledge shared among sender and receivers. Considering such ideas of 

knowledge and information sharing from the point of view of communication, sender and 
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receivers can develop better mutual knowledge of how certain meaning of textual or non-

textual message contents are to be understood (Wardhaugh, 2010; Chambers, 2009). 

Literature indicates the importance of mutual knowledge that results from sharing specific 

information between sender and receiver, however, senders and receivers must try to relate 

to elements that are mutually agreeable and understanding between individuals. Thus, the 

inclusion of concepts such as mutual knowledge and shared information can further extend 

the theory of message layering. As they are seen to be of relevance.  

5.6 Comparison of Current Social Media Communication Literature 

In this section, I will address some of the recent publications in social media communication 

and address such publications from the point of view of this study’s emergent theory of 

message layering. Here, I aim to compare and contrast current areas of research undertaken 

by researchers, which makes use of social media communication. Although social media 

research tends to overlap various disciplines from business to engineering, there are certain 

commonalities in how social media is approached by researchers. Here I will address some 

commonalities and indicate some limitations of such approaches and further indicate how 

message layering can help address such limitations. In light of this, the discussion is focused 

on two themes: the use of natural language processing and missing considerations of layers 

in social media communication research.  

5.6.1 Use of Natural Language Processing (NLP) Methods 

Since the beginning of the information age, there has been rapid growth in the use of 

computers and growth in the development of various computerised techniques to evaluate 

problems. This is due to the difficulties that social media poses to researchers. Difficulties such 

as information overload, presence of unstructured and unorganised topics, comments and 

posts can be problematic. Information overloading is defined as when information is collected 

or generated too quickly for a person to process. Information overloading is often experienced 

in computer-mediated communication such as communication in social media (Hiltz and 

Turoff, 1985; Nematzadeh et al., 2016).  
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Often, there is an extensive amount of comments and posts presented when engaging in 

social media. This can be time-consuming and costly for social media researchers. One 

solution is to adopt methods of natural language processing (Verma et al., 2011). Natural 

language processing concerns the processing and analysing of human languages using 

methods adopted from computer sciences. Current methods applied in social media research 

are dominated by application of machine learning, which makes use of artificial intelligence to 

process and analyse language on social media (Liu et al., 2019; Paulose et al., 2018; 

Coppersmith et al., 2018; Martin et al., 2017; Tyshchuk and Wallace, 2018; Pirina and 

Çöltekin, 2018; Tadesse et al., 2019). These publications consist of supervised and 

unsupervised methods of language analysis and common methods include sentiment 

analysis, text and opinion mining.  

Considering NLP methods, the research by Pirina and Çöltekin (2018) makes use of text 

classification to define and categorise message content present in social media comments. 

This allows for the generation of rigid and general structures of messages. However, 

considering this from the point of view of message layering., text classification seems to be an 

inappropriate step, as the text is seen to be a form of message content and should not be 

predefined, nor over generalised to all users present on social media. This is because often 

the way messages are structured and given meaning to are different for each individual and 

how they relate to others in the communication process. Messages layering indicates that 

processing and analysis of comments should consider how different users create the 

structures of the message to mean something. Often, a word may contain deeper meaning 

then what is predefined. Text classification is seen to be inadequate from the point of view of 

message layering as it only considers face-value meaning and not the deeper meaning 

assigned to messages, which can often change the meaning within messages. This is 

because the analysis of social media messages is not as simple as suggested based on NLP. 

There are various other human factors involved which affect the meaning of messages.   



122 

 

Another two interesting examples of current research are studies conducted by Novak et al 

(2015) on emoji and Kharde and Sonawane (2016) on Twitter data. Both papers applied 

methods of sentiment analysis. Sentiment analysis helps identify sentiment classification and 

summarise opinions. However, again the issue here is that sentiment analysis requires 

researchers to predefine classifications based on the researcher’s understanding of the 

comment or phrase present in social media. Kharde and Sonawane (2016) mentioned: 

“The twitter dataset used in this survey work is already labelled into two classes viz. 

negative and positive polarity and thus the sentiment analysis of the data becomes 

easy to observe the effect of various features. The raw data having polarity is highly 

susceptible to inconsistency and redundancy” (p. 7).  

Inconsistency and redundancy are obvious from the point of message layering. Approaches 

of sentiment analysis do not account for individual construction of messages by senders and 

receivers separately.  Categorising sentences and opinion just on the basis on the text and 

alone is problematic as it only accounts for dictionary definitions of words, which is fixed, rather 

it would be better to consider factors which account for variations in the meaning messages. 

Further, categorising phrases or message content to only be considered as positive, negative 

or neutral does not provide meaning. Rather, it only indicates how many words or phrases are 

positive, negative or neutral based on the researcher’s classifications, which does not mean 

the results of sentiment analysis are accurately represented. Often, a sentence or phrase on 

social media can use negative words but may have positive connotations in terms of the 

meaning associated.  

Novak et al.’s (2015) research on emoji sentiments applies similar methods to the sentiment 

analysis in Kharde and Sonawane’s (2016) research. In Noval et al.’s research, emoji are 

classified as positive, negative and neutral already and are ranked similarly across multiple 

languages. Again, such classifications are seen as inconsistent from the point of view of 

message layering. However, Novak et al. (2015) mentioned: 

“There are other dimensions of sentiment that are beyond the one-dimensional scale 

from negativity to positivity and worth exploring” (p. 13). 
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Sentiment analysis, according to Novak et al., is considered to be a one-dimensional approach 

that has a lot of limitations. Other methods of NLP tend to make use of Artificial Intelligence 

(AI) which learns patterns of communication over time on its own. Again, however, AI tends to 

have limitations in terms of its reliance on predefined models of learning and applications 

(Zukerman and Litman, 2001). Further, modelling within social media communication requires 

multidimensional models and should also consider constantly changing factors of human 

knowledge and understanding of various elements. Having one-directional models can be 

inconsistent and consideration of a user’s attributed meaning and the connections between 

users are very important in social media communication. 

5.6.2 Missing Considerations of Layers in Social Media Communication 

Research  

Social media communication is evolving in term of how users communicate. Instead of 

exchanging messages in textual words only, more often, non-textual forms are also being 

included. There now seems to be a constant presence of visuals and other non-textual forms 

of content in the virtual world (Gülşen, 2016). Although research on the use of non-textual 

forms of message content on social media is increasing, many researchers tend not to 

consider many layers of communications that are present in social media message in both 

textual and non-textual messages.  

Rather, researchers tend to mostly consider social media messages based on generally 

accepted ideas (Garrison et al., 2011; Paul and Dredze, 2011; Tossell et al., 2012; Kaye et 

al., 2016; Burnap et al., 2016; Ljubešić and Fišer, 2016; Gülşen, 2016; Jaeger et al., 2017; 

Riordan, 2017; Marengo et al., 2017; Gibson et al., 2018). I, on the other hand, argue in 

message layering that social media messages should always be addressed from various 

different layers and differences between how messages are structured and how meaning is 

assigned is important. In line with propositions of message layering, Ståhl and Kaihovirta's 

(2019) research addressed similar propositions and highlighted that:  
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“We wish to emphasize the need to do further research on the how Visual competency 

and Knowledge of self can be understood in regard to education and the skills our 

students might need in the future” (p. 265). 

Essentially, Ståhl and Kaihovirta (2019) try to emphasise the importance of the knowledge 

and understanding that senders and receivers associate in social media. Competency from 

their perspective refers to the level of understanding that senders and receivers have about 

visuals in social media. Without considerations of messages from the point of view of layers 

of knowledge and understanding, social media data can be inconsistent and incomplete. In 

light of these issues, Gibson, Huang and Yu, (2018) highlighted: 

“without seeing how people edit their messages in the process of their production, we 

cannot explore how unfolding action informs the process of composition and 

interpretation. We suggest that if researchers are to make advances in understanding 

emoji use, they need to look at how users select emoji during message composition” 

(p.98) 

Message layering tends to allay some of the concerns of current social media researchers and 

aims to provide theoretical propositions on how messages are constructed and used in the 

process of communication. Some researchers have attempted to consider social media 

messages from the point of view of conversational analysis, which considers social 

interactions and individual contexts of conversations (Paulus et al., 2016). However, 

conversational analysis has its limitations as well. Han (2014) indicated the key problems with 

conversational analysis:  

“CA does not include speaker’s reflections on interactions e.g. in daily conversations 

or interviews etc. That way of gathering data as information shows ‘idealization’ about 

how interactions work. Therefore, the data are not quite valid for analysis because 

conversation analysts just look at data alone and explain what is going on in an 

interaction, not using data-gathering procedures such as interviews, questionnaires 

and participant observations” (p. 157). 
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One of the biggest limitations is that CA does not account for senders’ and receivers’ 

perspectives on data. I argue in message layering that senders and receivers’ perspectives 

are very important. This is because messages are often structured and assigned different 

meaning by communicators. Consideration of both senders’ and receivers’ perspectives can 

provide more precision in data analysis. A recommendation from the point of view of message 

layering is that researchers consider two types of data set: one is social media messages and 

secondly, insights from senders and receivers. Without insights from senders and receivers 

on the exchanged social media messages, the gathered data may be inconsistent or 

incomplete.  

5.7 Summary 

Social media communication is complex and tends to have many limitations. However, current 

research addressing social media communication can be improved by considering message 

layering as a theoretical frame to approach social media research. Methods such as natural 

language processing are effective in handling large amounts of data and are able to produce 

some meaningful results, looking, at such approaches from the point of view of message 

layering, I can identify some limitations.  

Message layering considers social media communication to have various layers, which 

include aspects of knowledge and understanding. There are differences in the ways that 

structures of message are created and how meaning is assigned to messages by senders and 

receivers. Thus, considerations of aspects of message layers in social media communication 

are very important  

In this chapter, I have discussed three perspectives on message structures and meaning 

within communication, namely: Gee’s theory of discourses, Halliday’s Systemic Functional 

Grammar (SFG) and Chomsky’s syntactic structures. All three perspectives approach 

message structures and meaning differently and at times challenge each other. However, in 

comparison, they bring some useful insight into social media communication in general. Each 

perspective is compared with this study’s emergent theory to indicate areas of agreement, 
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disagreement and more importantly, adding properties to the emergent theory, which were not 

originally discovered in the empirical data. 

Lastly, the emergent theory of message layering adds to social media communication 

literature by making a comparison of the emergent theory to current research. This highlights 

some important arguments of how message layering is relevant to current social media 

communication research. Further, it provides some recommendations in the discussion to 

highlight that social media communication research should consider various layers within 

messages, rather than considering messages or conversations holistically. This will help give 

more depth to social media messages.  
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 Conclusions 

The aim of this study was to explore the main concern around forms of social media 

communication and furthermore develop a theory in regard to the main concern and its 

resolution process.  In this thesis, I have explained and evidenced a grounded theory of 

message layering, which is a way of resolving the main concern of overcoming message 

limitations in social media communication. Essentially, this research was exploratory in nature 

but focused on providing explanations in the form of a theory grounded in data, to explain what 

was going in social media communication. Theoretical explanations are provided in line with 

the applications of the tenets of classic grounded theory  (Glaser, 1978, 1998). 

According to Phillips and Pugh (2010), a PhD is a training process. Training in regard to how 

to be a researcher. Furthermore, a PhD student and the submitted thesis should demonstrate 

the ability to undertake independent research and indicate a clear contribution to knowledge.  

This last chapter of this thesis aims to provide conclusions to the research project. More 

importantly, Walsham (2006) indicated the importance of answering three questions that all 

research should answer. I aim to answer these questions in this section, these include: 

• Question 1: What literature this research contributes to? 

• Question 2: What claims this research offers and what new is offered from this 

research? 

• Question 3: How should this research be used by others and by who?  

Furthermore, in this chapter, I aim to address the concerns about the quality of this research. 

Along with a discussion on limitations and suggestions for future research. Lastly, include a  

6.1 Contributions to knowledge 

Judith Holton (2006, p.209) mentions in her doctoral thesis, that ‘grounded theory can offer 

new insights into an old problem or open entirely new areas for study’. For this study, 

grounded theory has done the same. With the help of CGT, in this thesis, I provide new 
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insights into the field of social media communication, indicate a new perspective of looking at 

social media messages, have addressed the main concern which has not been explored 

before in social media communication literature. Furthermore, I have attempted to add and 

extend existing knowledge, provided new insights into the substantive area and challenged 

some perspectives indicated in the literature.  

Social media has reached far into the various field and into our personal and professional 

lives. As there are numerous publications on the importance of social media (Moorhead et al., 

2013). There is still little guidance in the literature on how social media content can be used 

and analysed. As Vyas et al (2015, p.974) stated that ‘social media content presents additional 

challenges due to contractions, non-standard spellings and non- grammatical constructions’ 

Furthermore, Kulkarni et al (2018) indicated the importance of individual differences in 

language use on social media. There is very little publication in the area of how messages are 

structured and assigned meaning to various content. In regards to future suggestions, 

Eisenstein et al (2014) work on lexical changes in social media suggested that future research 

can provide explanations for structural changes and how meaning are assigned to messages. 

however, their work acknowledged the importance of inclusion of real language users. And 

mentioned that: ‘As with all language changes, innovation must be transmitted between real 

language users, ultimately grounding out in countless individual decisions — conscious or not 

— about whether to use a new linguistic form.’ (p.11-12) 

This study contributes to the gap in the body of knowledge associated with social media 

literature. Highlighting a theory that explains the development of structures and meaning within 

social media messages. The key contributions to knowledge of this thesis relate to: 

• Approaches to analysing social media content. 

• Applications of Natural language processing (NLP) 

• Theory of discourses 

• Systemic Functional Grammar (SFG) 

• Syntactic Structures 
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• Classic grounded theory Methodology 

• Implications for practice (this is discussed in section 6.2 separately) 

6.1.1 Approaches to analysing social media content 

One of the most significant contributions this study make is by offering a theoretical 

perspective on the analysis of social media content. This study offers a unique view of how 

messages are structured and how meaning is assigned to messages. The theory of message 

layering with its concepts of combining, toning, associating and fitting provides explanations 

of how messages are developed and understood in social media. The concept of message 

layering is new and unique to social media literature. As discussed in section 5.6.2 much of 

the current research on social media considers social media message and content present 

holistically. However, this study offers a framework for future researcher to help by considering 

various social media content in forms of different layers that exists within a message. 

Furthermore, data collection and analysis efforts should make considerations for how specific 

messages are combined, toned, associated and fitted into the overall communication process. 

Furthermore, variables are such as combining, toning, associating and fitting its properties 

provide useful starting points for researchers to get a deeper understanding of the meaning 

behind specific messages on social media.  

6.1.2 Use of Natural Language Processing Methods 

Natural Language Processing is an area which is currently dominating in social media 

literature. Use of approaches such as sentiment analysis, text mining, opinion mining are being 

used. However, such approaches rely only on the predefined meaning of text and visual as 

defined by the algorithms. As discussed in the literature, the problem is that much of the 

considerations made by NLP is that they consider text and visual to have a fixed meaning, 

and it does not consider for ambiguity in messages (Joseph et al., 2016). Currently, NLP only 

considers the variable of message content in social media message analysis and process, 

Furthermore, the message content is seen to be very fixed in term of how it is described. With 
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the help of message layering, this study provides additional variables for NLP approaches. 

Along with the agreement of message content as a variable to consider. This study indicates 

the dimensions of selecting, classifying, making connections, assuming positions, recognising 

types and applying knowledge. With the inclusion of such variables, NLP can provide better 

results in terms indicating the meaning within messages. 

6.1.3 Theory of discourses 

As discussed in section 5.2, this research takes a different perspective on Gee’s theory of 

discourse (2017, 1989). An area of agreement with Gee’s theory of discourses is the 

importance of knowledge in message construction and meaning-making process. However, 

from the point of view of message layering knowledge is considered to be a broad construct 

and social knowledge as a possible property of the overall knowledge that senders and 

receivers hold about each other. Additionally, Gee’s theory of discourse does not discuss how 

messages are structured or the process of message structuring. Through message layering, 

I add to Gee’s theory by indicating the importance of structures in messages and further 

indicate how structuring is done 

6.1.4 Systemic Functional Grammar 

Systemic Functional Grammar approach to message structure indicate three layers within 

messages. highlighting the importance of participants, processes, circumstances, and factors 

related to the speakers and the texts itself. Although when comparing SFG with message 

layering. I support the importance of considering participants or speakers perspectives in 

mind. Furthermore, considerations about how each text or message content relates to each. 

However, the emergent theory of message layering suggests that meaning within messages 

are also dependent on how senders and receivers relate to each other and how they apply 

individual knowledge to construct messages. SFG tend to explain different layers of grammar 

that are possible in a message. 
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6.1.5 Syntactic Structures 

Syntactic structures are an important aspect of generative grammar. The literature on 

generative grammar and syntactic structures suggests that interpretations and production of 

messages are dependent on three sets of rules, that are universal to all human being. 

Generative grammar makes the distinction between surface and deep structures. Although 

message layering supports this distinction but sees the concept of universal rules and 

dependency on rules to be questionable. As observations made in relevance to message 

layering suggests that, messages in social media often lacks grammar and messages are 

constructed without the use of rules (Vyas et al., 2015). Messages layering is seen to 

challenge some of the principles underpinning generative grammar and suggest that 

structures within messages or language use are not dependent on rules rather they are 

dependent on individual knowledge and understanding. Often, a message which only contains 

one word or visual can also be understood by the opposing sender or receiver. Need for 

grammar rules are only seen as necessary to standardise the language. However, language 

is seen to be ever-changing thus, rules become unnecessary in that case.  

6.1.6 Summary of Contributions 

In this section, I have provided explanations of the contributions to knowledge made in this 

study. And have attempted to provide answers to the first two questions stated by Walsham 

(2006): Indicating the literature this research contributed to, highlights the claims of this 

research in terms of adding, challenging and more importantly new contributions made by this 

research. Table 6.1 summarises the contributions made by this research. 
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Table 6.1 Contributions to Knowledge 

Contributions Supported Added Challenged  New 

Empirical 

Literature – 

 

Natural 

Language 

Processing  

Use of message content 

as a dimension for 

analysing messages 

(Joseph et al., 2016) 

 Such approaches such as 

sentiment analysis, text 

mining and opinion mining 

and indicates the importance 

of Dimensions of Knowledge, 

social-relational ties, 

positioning and classifying 

Conceptual framework by 

which messages are 

constructed and given meaning 

Empirical 

Literature – 

 

Analysis of 

social media 

messages 

The approach to 

analysing social media 

content using the 

definitions assigned to 

the text. 

Additional variables for 

analysis such as Knowledge 

about sender and receiver, 

knowledge about message 

content, social-relational 

ties, positioning, and 

classifying etc. 

Current methods applied for 

analysing social media 

messages, tend to lack depth 

and consider only messages 

at its face-value. 

Theory to explain how social 

media content or messages are 

constructed by senders and 

receivers and how meaning is 

assigned to messages 

 

Typology of communicators 

present in social media 
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Theoretical 

Literature – 

 

Systemic 

Functional 

Grammar 

Importance of 

interpersonal relations in 

message structures. 

(Firth, 1951) 

 

Importance of relating 

text with co-text in 

message structures 

(Haratyan, 2011) 

A conceptual framework that 

considers messages in form 

structures and meaning 

together rather than only 

considering grammatical 

structures 

 A basic social process theory 

of message structures and 

meaning.   

Theoretical 

Literature – 

 

Syntactic 

Structures/ 

Generative 

Grammar 

Propositions on deep 

and surface structures in 

messages (Chomsky, 

1965) 

 The concept of universal 

rules in message structures 

(Chomsky, 1957) 

Theory to address deep 

structures of messages. From 

the point of view of different 

layers 

Theoretical 

Literature – 

 

Theory of 

Discourse 

The importance of 

social-cultural context in 

meaning-making 

The importance of 

knowledge and addressing 

structures in language use 

The concept of social 

knowledge to be considered 

as a subset of overall 

knowledge that senders and 

receivers have 
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Methods Use of full CGT 

procedures to generate a 

basic social process 

theory  

A discussion on the process 

followed to undertake a CGT 

study in the substantive area 

of social media 

communication 

CGT claims that all data can 

be used, however, ethical 

considerations tend to restrict 

the use of all data.   

 

The use of transcription and 

interviews as guiding 

elements to aid in 

publications and as sources 

of which the researcher can 

come back to.  

Considerations of visuals and 

non-textual methods of 

communication-based on CGT 

procedures  

 

Use of CAQDAS for the 

purpose of data handling only. 

As stated in section 3.2.4 

(Table structure adopted from Holton (2006); Scott (2007))
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6.2 Implications of research 

The emergent theory of message layering is presented as a general theory which highlights 

how senders and receivers develop an understanding of messages through a process of 

message layering. This is usually done to overcome message limitations. Message layering 

provides theoretical explanations of how understanding within messages is developed by 

communicators on social media. Social media is seen to provide a new communication 

landscape and the current landscape of social media sites is very rich and diverse in nature 

(Kietzmann et al., 2011; Nolan, 2009). Due the richness and diversity in social media, 

communication in social media has variations. Ranging from communication about brands to 

communication about health issues (Wang et al., 2012; Chou et al., 2009). Message layering 

provides an explanation of the behaviours of social media communicators and explains what 

varies those behaviours. Stakeholders of social media can benefit from such theoretical 

explanations as many of stakeholders base their understanding about issues and practices of 

social media based on the messages exchanged in social media. Therefore, messages in 

social media are the key point of interest for stakeholders in social media. In this section, I will 

present some implication for stakeholders of social media communication  

6.2.1 Implications for social media users 

According to researchers, the meaning of messages is often distorted due to the lack of non-

verbal cues (Lo, 2008; Lu et al., 2016). Although there is a lack of non-verbal cues, social 

media users tend to not be affected so much by such issues. This is mainly because this 

research indicates that unlike face to face communication, senders and receivers on social 

media tend to structure and regulate the meaning within messages. Reliance on cues is not 

so much a concern for users in social media communication based on this research. 

Additionally, concerns of messages being to brief, lacking clarity or being confusing at the time 

were the concern identified for communicators on social media. Additionally, this research 

provides users in social media a way to understand messages better using message layering. 



136 

 

6.2.2 Implications for programmers of natural language processing 

approaches. 

One of the contributions this research make is by challenging existing methods of Natural 

Language processing. Methods such as sentiment analysis and opinion mining tend to rely on 

general classification and categorisation of words, or message content present in social media 

(Pang and Lee, 2008; Dey et al., 2016). General classification and categorisation of text are 

important for algorithms of such approaches. Algorithms further are used to indicate the 

pattern of behaviours in social media. However, reliance on such algorithms is seen as 

incomplete and inconsistence, as relying only on text to classify messages may not provide 

robust outcomes. However, algorithms should consider varying factors which affect how 

messages are combined, toned, associated and fitted to develop an understanding. Using 

explanations provided in message layering. Programmers should be able to design algorithms 

which should not only classify or categorise text or message content but also variables of 

combining, toning, associating and fitting. Furthermore, current approaches to natural 

language processing are seen to be one-dimensional in nature (Roundtree, 2018).  By 

considering variables of combining, toning, associating and fitting, programmers can adopt a 

multi-dimensional approach to algorithms in NLP. Thus, a shift from a one-dimensional 

approach to a multidimensional approach is recommended based on message layering.  

6.2.3 Implications for researchers 

Most common methods of analysis used in social media research tend to include methods 

such as conversation analysis, content analysis and other forms of computer-based 

approaches (Paulus et al., 2016; Carter et al., 2013; Gibson et al., 2018). However, such 

methods of analysis tend to address message content only from the point of view of their 

general understanding and definitions. Furthermore, publications on social media research 

tend to relate to theoretical perspectives adopted from other fields such as psychology, 

linguistics and sociology. This due to the gap in the literature not having a framework which 
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addresses social media communication in general. This research provides a new theoretical 

perspective and some insights on a new way of looking at messages on social media. The 

implication for researchers here is twofold: Messages layering for the method of analysis and 

message layering as a theoretical perspective.  

Although current methods of analysis and theoretical perspective are not incorrect, they seem 

incomplete in natures. Only analysing text or messages content using conversational analysis 

or content analysis does not seem to provide a deeper understanding of what is really going 

on in the messages in social media. Message layering suggests that it is also important to 

consider how individual senders and receivers assign meaning to messages and how they 

structure messages. A recommendation from the point of message layering is that. A 

researcher should adopt methods which should consider for structure and meaning within 

message simultaneously. Possibly adopting mixed or multi-methods approaches to social 

media research. 

6.2.4 Implication for marketers and managers 

Floreddu and Cabiddu (2016) indicate that communication strategies and corporate reputation 

are an area of substantial interest. Furthermore, social media is seen to provide organisations 

with a channel to interact with the public. Social media include peer communication which 

further involves interactions and communication in relevance to products and services (Wang 

et al., 2012). Additionally, Wang, Yu and Wei (2012) research also indicated the need to further 

explore variables which impacts peer communication. This research helps to provide a 

theoretical framework and further variables to indicate a process of how communication is 

taken placed. Importance of additional variables such as application of knowledge, typologies 

of social media communicators, processes of structuring and processes of regulating is 

indicated for marketers to consider in order to assess communication in social media. 

Message layering can allow marketers to assess social media communication in depth.  
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6.2.5 Summary 

In this section, I have provided explanations of the implication of this research. This research 

can benefit various stakeholders of social media communication. However, in this section I 

have provided explanations of how this research can benefit users, programmers, 

researchers, marketers and managers engaging or interested in social media communication 

for their practices. Furthermore, I have attempted to answer the third question stated by 

Walsham (2006). Indicating how this research be used by others and who can benefit from 

this research. Table 6.2 summarises the implication of this research. 

Table 6.2: Implication for research 

Who Implications  

Social media 

users 

This research helped to highlight additional concerns which were not 

explored before, Furthermore, using message layering users of social 

media can understanding messages better and avoid issues with 

confusion and clarity. Lastly, overcome limitations of messages 

Programmers 

of NLP  

Messages layering helps to provide additional dimensions for 

classifications, not only dependent on text classifications  

Social media 

Researchers 

Use messages layering as a theoretical framework for data analysis or for 

undertaking research by considering additional variables for research 

Marketers and 

Managers 

Message layering as a theory of social media communication can benefit 

marketers and managers by indicating how messages are actually 

understood in social media communication. Highlighting the variable 

where marketers and managers can consider when making business 

decisions.   

 

6.3 Research Limitations and opportunities for future research 

This study presented a substantive theory using CGT procedures. Glaser (1992, p.116) 

mentioned that ‘theory is too fluid and changeable in time and space’. This notion of a theory 

being fluid means that with more additional data theory is easily modifiable. Any grounded 

theory can be further extended and improved with additional data. The purpose of this 
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research was to explore the substantive area and to achieve its research objectives (stated in 

section 2.3.2): To gain an in-depth understanding and to develop a theory in the substantive 

area. Having said that I was not aiming to achieve full coverage, accuracy or to develop 

generalisable theory. Therefore, the emergent theory of this study makes use of theoretical 

sampling to generate a substantive theory. Theoretical sampling can further be used to extend 

the theory of message layering. However, in this section, I wish to highlight some possible 

obstacles that were faced during this research which limited the scope of theoretical sampling. 

Additionally, I will indicate how to further theoretical sampling can extend the current CGT 

research:  

• Extending research to additional social media platforms: Participant interviewed and 

observed for this research mainly consisted of the user that had accounts on 

Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram and Twitter. Although, participants discussed quite a 

lot about their experiences on Facebook, WhatsApp and Instagram. However, when 

asked about their experiences of using Twitter, participants indicated that they tend 

not to interact too much with Twitter rather Twitter is used more to catch up with the 

news or to have due to professional reasons. Theoretical sampling can further be 

extended to include more users who are more active on Twitter and can provide more 

insights into their experiences of using Twitter.  

Additionally, participants only described their experiences of popular social media 

platforms i.e. Facebook or WhatsApp and they did not discuss other unpopular sites 

and did not discuss membership with such sites. Although there are many other social 

media sites such as Reddit, WeChat, and many unpopular sites that can be considered 

for this research. These are some avenues that may help to extend to the existing 

emergent theory.  

• Broadening the scope of individual groups present in social media: Participants 

discussed their experiences of engaging in formal and informal conversations in social 

media platforms that they associated with. The formal and informal conversation was 
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developed into a category initially but was not later seen to be much of relevance in 

terms of the core category. Making a distinction between a formal and informal 

conversation on social media communication can be seen to further extend message 

layering. 

Additionally, broadening the scope to various other social media platforms which 

include a specific type of conversation can further extend and enhance the emergent 

theory. i.e. conversation among health patients on health-related social media 

platforms or conversation among engineers on technology-related social media 

platforms.  

• The relevance of possibly missed areas of literature: Literature review in CGT is 

addressed selectively based on relevance and fit of the emergent theory. Although an 

attempt to address the relevant theoretical and empirical literature has been made in 

chapter 5. But there is scope to further extend the emergent theory by comparing, 

contrasting and adding to the areas of literature which may have been missed. 

Inclusion of other perspectives can help to extend the emergent theory. Or considering 

literature of other similar substantive areas.  

• The possible presence of description in theory: Efforts have been made to ensure that 

the research process was focused on conceptualisation. However, as a novice 

researcher learning CGT, I may not have used CGT to its full potential. Due to this 

some elements of the theory may remain at the descriptive level.  

• Use of literature as data: In this research, literature was used mainly to compare, 

contrast and situate the emergent theory in the body, and literature was not used as 

data. This use of the literature is consistent with how other CGT doctoral theses have 

dealt with the literature (O’Brien, 2014; O’Donnell, 2016; Hughes, 2014) and advice 

from the supervisor. However, some relevant concepts based on the literature were 

discussed which can further be integrated, coded and analysed into the theory. 
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6.4 Quality Criteria 

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2011), when approaching qualitative research, researchers 

should focus on trustworthiness and authenticity of the research. Furthermore, often 

researchers indicate the concerns of validity and reliability (Guba and Lincoln, 2011; Miles et 

al., 2013). Critical realist, on the other hand, focuses on the consensus and coherence of truth 

within a context (Bisman, 2010). The criteria for validity and reliability are seen from the 

perspective of consensus and coherence. Consensus theory, focuses on the general group 

agreement about nature of the phenomenon or concept, whereas coherence focuses on the 

quality of the outcome to signify a unified whole if it is provable within a theory (Hesse, 1980). 

Coherence and consensus are seen to be present in both qualitative and quantitative 

research. Coherence in research is approached by addressing logical and consistent flow 

within the research. The consensus in research is approached by including ideas and 

concepts which are present among the participants in research. However, Coherence and 

consensus concerns in research do not recommend researchers to seek generalisability, truth 

or reproducibility (Mingers et al., 2013). Quality of research should, therefore, be judged based 

on the requirements of coherence and consensus.  

A focus on coherence and consensus are in line with Glaser’s suggestion for judging the 

quality of a CGT research. Glaser mentioned (1992, p.15) 

“A well-constructed grounded theory will meet its four most central criteria: fit, work 

relevance and modifiability”      

The four criteria focus on the quality of concepts being present in the emergent theory and 

indicates the emergent to a product which indicates a pattern of behaviour which is consistent 

among participants involved in the research. Thus, highlighting consensus within the research. 

Furthermore, Coherence is addressed in CGT by indicating the importance of the core 

category and indicating how various other concepts related to the core category to present a 
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unified theory. In this section, I will indicate how fit, workability, relevance and modifiability are 

addressed in this study.     

Fit 

The criterion of fit aims to address the question of ‘Does the concept adequately express the 

pattern in the data which it purports to conceptualize’(Glaser, 1998, p.18). This criterion tries 

to question the validity of the concepts in the theory. I have tried to address fit in this research 

in two ways:  

1. By ensuring all concepts were received concepts and not preconceived: I avoided 

reading the literature of any sort and relied on the empirical data to code and generate 

concepts. I initially used in-vivo code to label concepts and then later develop them 

into combined concepts to indicate categories and properties. Reliance on empirical 

data ensured that the emergent concepts were grounded, and they fitted with the 

behaviours of participants 

2. Constant comparison and theoretical sampling were used to ensure that emergent 

concepts indicated a common pattern of behaviour among participants: I coded and 

labelled concepts and constantly compared with various participants to ensure that a 

specific concept is applicable to sampled participants. Furthermore, as new concepts 

emerged, theoretical sampling was used to collect more data based on the emergent 

concept. This helped to indicate whether a concept fits within the substantive 

population.  

Workability 

The criterion of workability aims to question ‘the ability of the emergent theory to explain and 

interpret behaviour in a substantive area and to predict future behaviour’ (Holton, 2006, p.226). 

This study has followed CGT procedures rigorously and has attempted to ensure that the 

emergent theory is grounded in data. As evidenced in the data that participants constantly 

discussed issues with communications over a computer-based medium. Furthermore, there 
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are many discussions around limitations of messages in the empirical literature (McEwan and 

Zanolla, 2013; Chang, 2008; van den Eijnden et al., 2008; Baym, 2015; Drum, 2015). 

Although, message layering as a concept is new and indicates how communicators on social 

media resolve the main concern. But there are some discussions in the literature which provide 

similar perspectives in relation to message layering (Baron, 2003). This reaffirms the emergent 

to be workable in nature.  

Relevance 

The criterion of relevance aims to ensure that ‘that theory will engage with the real-world 

concerns of those involved in the processes it seeks to explain.’ (Weed, 2017, p.153). I believe 

that the main concern identified was of relevance to the real world. Continuously, when asking 

participants about their experiences about communicating on social media. Often, the 

participant mentioned that communication happens in a limited capacity. Furthermore, the 

empirical data indicates that there is a consensus among participants in terms often they try 

to overcome such limitation and continue to communicate on social media. Additionally, I had 

some opportunities to discuss and present my work at the university, where audience 

members identified the relevance of the main concern and the resolution process.   

Modifiability 

The criterion of Modifiability refers to the ability of the emergent theory to be modified with 

additional data. The aim of grounded theory is not to proof or disproof. The end product is 

never wrong or right rather grounded theory is flexible and fluid in nature (Glaser, 1998, 1978). 

In section 6.3 I have presented some limitation in terms of the scope of the theoretical sampling 

applied to this research and further presented opportunities for how the emergent theory can 

be extended or modified with additional data. What I present in this study is an emergent 

theory in the substantive areas based the data I collected and conceptualised, However, there 

is always room for the emergent theory of this study to be extended and modified. As a 

researcher, I made decisions based on my judgement on how the concepts presented in this 

study fitted and were of relevance to the core category. Additionally, I made judgments on 
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where to selectively used parts of the literature for the purpose of this study. More empirical 

data and literature can extend and modify the theory.  

6.5 Some remarks and advice on undertaking a CGT research 

In this thesis, I present a grounded theory of message layering. At every step of the research 

process, I related my work to the CGT procedures and CGT text. The problem, however, was 

that many times I also tried to relate the CGT reading with other existing publications that claim 

to use or explain grounded theory but often such publications tended to incorrectly present 

CGT procedures. Furthermore, I met many academics and individuals who claimed to 

understand and have used grounded theory. But tend to have a very different understanding 

of certain procedures and principles of what grounded theory really is. Due to this, in the 

beginning, I had a very different understanding of CGT but as moved along the research 

process, my understanding became clearer. In the very beginning, this caused my research 

to have elements of description rather than conceptualised concepts. But later the emergent 

theory was improved. A move away from description, towards conceptualisation, happened.  

Undertaking a CGT research was quite a unique experience but not easy, during the research 

journey I experienced confusions, misunderstanding, uncertainty and most importantly joy. 

Apart from confusion and misunderstanding faced due to conflicting publications which claim 

to explain and use CGT.  Uncertainty in CGT is quite daunting as often I felt that some of the 

things, I am doing does not make sense. But my advice to potential users of CGT is that use 

uncertainty to your advantage as it is through the uncertainty that you can develop unique 

ideas and memos which can help you later on in the theory development process. Constantly 

capture every moment in your memo. Every idea and discussion which relates to the research 

is precious for theory development.  I felt joy in many instances where I discovered something 

new. But at the same time, I put a lot of thought in the development of such ideas.  
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By writing this section I aim to provide some indication of what I experienced when undertaking 

a CGT research. Furthermore, based on my experiences I want to caution potential CGT 

researchers of three things:  

• Read all the CGT text carefully and in detail. Key reading should include Glaser (1978, 

1998, 2001, 2003, 2005). Develop your understanding from the perspective of CGT 

and do not compare CGT with other qualitative and quantitative research.  

• Seek advice from experienced CGT researchers. CGT is often confused and 

compared with other versions of grounded theory such as Straussian grounded theory 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1990) and constructivist grounded theory proposed by Katy 

Charmaz (Charmaz, 2014). Although academics and researchers might claim to have 

an understanding of what grounded theory is but often, they might not have an 

understanding of classic or Glaserian grounded theory. Before seeking advice, ensure 

that the advisor has a very clear understanding of CGT and not other versions of 

grounded theory. Additionally, CGT should not be confused as another qualitative 

methodology. Because it is not that. Some good source for seeking advice on CGT is 

by connecting to the broader CGT community. Some useful links include: 

o https://www.groundedtheoryonline.com/ 

o http://groundedtheoryreview.com/ 

• Be confident and trust in CGT procedures. During my research I faced a lot of rhetorical 

wrestles, I was being challenged on many tenets on how I was undertaking my 

research. This is because often researchers compare CGT to common qualitative and 

quantitative approaches. Furthermore, they are concerned with validity and reliability 

in research. But as I mentioned in this thesis that CGT is judged differently and is not 

concerned with qualitative and quantitative canons of doing research. Just ensure that 

you follow CGT well and have a good understanding of CGT. You will face a lot of 

challenges and at times you might feel lost but just move forward and do it.   

https://www.groundedtheoryonline.com/
http://groundedtheoryreview.com/
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6.6 Summary 

This chapter presented the conclusions for the study. This chapter provided a discussion on 

knowledge claims and contributions made in this study, indicated where and how this research 

supported, added, challenged and provided something new to the body of knowledge. The 

discussion stated contributions in terms of empirical and theoretical literature. Furthermore, 

claims of contributions in terms of methods are highlighted. Furthermore, a discussion on the 

implications of this research to social media users, programmers of NLP, social media 

researchers, marketers and managers are provided. Additionally, a discussion on limitations, 

opportunities for future research and quality criteria for this research are discussed. Lastly, an 

account of my personal experience of undertaking a CGT research is provided, along with 

some advice to potential users of CGT to help future researchers.  
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Appendix 1: University of Bedfordshire Research Ethics 

Scrutiny 

Research Ethics Scrutiny (Postgraduate Research Students) 

 

When completing this form please ensure that you read and comply with the following: 

 

Researchers must demonstrate clear understanding of an engagement with the following: 

  

1. Integrity - The research has been carried out in a rigorous and professional manner and 

due credit has been attributed to all parties involved.  

2. Plagiarism - Proper acknowledgement has been given to the authorship of data and ideas.  

3. Conflicts of Interest - All financial and professional conflicts of interest have been properly 

identified and declared.  

 4. Data Handling - The research draws upon effective record keeping, proper storage of 

date in line with confidentiality, statute and University policy.  

5. Ethical Procedures - Proper consideration has been given to all ethical issues and 

appropriate approval sought and received from all relevant stakeholders. In addition, the 

research should conform to professional codes of conduct where appropriate.  

6. Supervision - Effective management and supervision of staff and student for whom the 

researcher(s) is/are responsible  

7. Health and Safety- Proper training on health and safety issues has been received and 

completed by all involved parties. Health and safety issues have been identified and 

appropriate assessment and action have been undertaken. 

 

The Research Institutes are responsible for ensuring that all researchers abide by the above. 

It is anticipated that ethical approval will be granted by each Research Institute. Each 

Research Institute will give guidance and approval on ethical procedures and ensure they 

conform to the requirements of relevant professional bodies. As such Research Institutes 

are required to provide the University Research Ethics Committee with details of their 
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procedures for ensuring adherence to relevant ethical requirements. This applies to any 

research whether it be, or not, likely to raise ethical issues. Research proposals involving 

vulnerable groups; sensitive topics; groups requiring gatekeeper permission; deception or 

without full informed consent; use of personal/confidential information; subjects in stress, 

anxiety, humiliation or intrusive interventions must be referred to the University Research 

Ethics Committee.  

 

Research projects involving participants in the NHS will be submitted through the NHS 

National Research Ethics Service (NRES). The University Research Ethics Committee will 

normally accept the judgement of NRES (it will never approve a proposal that has been 

rejected by NRES), however NRES approval will need to be verified before research can 

commence and the nature of the research will need to be verified.  

 

Where work is conducted in collaboration with other institutions ethical approval by the 

University and the collaborating partner(s) will be required.  

 

The University Research Ethics Committee is a sub-committee of the Academic Board and is 

chaired by a member of the Vice Chancellor’s Executive Group, appointed by the Vice-

Chancellor and includes members external to the University  

 

Research Misconduct: Allegations of Research Misconduct against staff or post graduate 

(non-taught) research students should be made to the Director of Research Development.  
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Appendix 3: Research Participation Forms 

Information Sheet 

I would like to thank you for your interest in this study. Your participation is very valuable to 

my doctoral research focusing on social media communication. I very much appreciate the 

time and effort for your participation in this study. 

Key Terms:  

Emoji: A small digital image or icon used to express an idea or emotion in electronic 
communication.  
 
GIF: A digital image file that supports short animated images 

 

Purpose of the Study 

The research is being conducted for the purpose of completion of the degree of PhD at the 
University of Bedfordshire, Luton, UK 

The aim of the research is to explore the role of emoji on communication  

 

Why have you been invited? 

You have been chosen for this research study as it requires individuals who are active online 
and communicate using social media in various online settings.  

Instructions and Guidelines 

1. Please read all the information provided in this document and confirm whether you wish to 

participate in this research by ticking the box on the next page. 

2. If you have agreed to participate, please provide details of your social media profiles that 

you are using in the box on the next page, so that the researcher can observe and prepare 

for the interview as necessary.  

3. The research will be conducted in two parts: 

a. Online Observation: First stage, the researcher will be observing your comments and 

looking for patterns of behaviours in social media communication.  

b. Follow-up Interviews: Second stage, the participant will be invited to take part in an 

interview based on the online observation. As a participant, you are only required to 

attend an interview on a specific date which will be most convenient for you.  
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Consent form 

The key terms of involvement in this research are as follows: 

1. The data gathered about you is strictly for research purpose only,  

2. You are allowed not to share any personal information with the researcher if you so 

wish. 

3. Your confidentiality and anonymity will be fully guaranteed as your research data will 

not be shared with anyone but the supervision team and the research institute.   

4. The results of the research will be communicated to you in the form of a document 

stating the key findings of the data. 

5. Your personal data will be stored and kept secured and safely in the researcher’s 

personal computer and USB drive, and it will be password and software protected.  

6. You will not be placed in any form of stressful situation and you are allowed to opt-out 

of the research at any time.  

7. You allow your data to be translated by a third party without any discloser of users’ 

identity and data.  

Please provide your name, email and social media information, if you agree to the terms above 

and are willing to participate in this research 

By ticking this box, I have agreed with the terms of these documents and I wish to 

participate in this research.    

Participant Date:  

Name: 
 

Email: 
 

Social Media ID: 
 

Comments or Suggestions 
 
 
 

Researcher’s Information: 

Sajeel Ahmed 

Sajeel.ahmed@beds.ac.uk 

Business and Management Research Institute (BMRI) 

University of Bedfordshire   

mailto:Sajeel.ahmed@beds.ac.uk
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Appendix 4: Examples of Data Collected 

Interview Transcript 

I : Hello so we are doing an interview with (Name Removed due to Privacy) ummm so before I begin I 

am just going to explain that we are going to do the interview in two parts right one in general question 

and answer the second is about your Facebook and your social media post like on your WhatsApp. Are 

you okay with that ? Do you have any questions? 

P : No 

I : Okay can you just tell me about yourself?  

P : Umm I am (Name Removed due to Privacy). Ummm what do you want to know? 

I : Just about yourself Anything? 

P: I am single (Inaudible) What do you want to know? Ask me specific questions. Like about my 

education or experience  

I: So just generally so about yourself as a person or 

P: As a person actually I think I am a social person I like to interact with people I like to have so many 

friends and I have some social media accounts that i use to contact my friends or to post things about 

myself or about what I like.  

I: Okay so in terms of social media right Can you just tell me a bit about what is your understanding or 

experiences on social media? 

P: It’s about understanding social media ?  

I: And your experiences about in social media 

P: Basically social media like when I why I personally I need social media mainly to contact  like people 

sometimes to express my feelings about like the current issues that is happening or whats going on 

right now I can use social media to express what i feel to interact with my friends so basically thats the 

two main things to communicate with others and to like post or express my feelings about on current 

issues on whats going on either in terms of politics or in terms of like anything going on thats 

interesting. 

I: Okay and do you communicate on social media? 

P:Yea this is the main like the main way that.I need to contact anyone especially international like 

people from outside the country I use social media to contact or to communicate with them.  

I: Okay and what are your thoughts or experiences in terms of social media communication  or 

communicating on social media? 
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P: Yea I feel its like easy way first of all and another thing its cheaper then like normal call  or like 

because social media you can communicate you can contact anyone anywhere its free and not cost 

you to much so its easy way to contact and to contact others and to as I said to express and sometimes 

you want to post something about whats going in your country or whats going on with your friends. 

So you can use social media to express your feelings or what you want to say like through social media 

you can express your feelings.  

I: Okay and so how do you umm do you think it’s a good way of communicating or do you like face any 

problems in terms of communicating on social media? 

P: umm Mainly as I said there are other for example other ways to communicate but  when you think 

about advantages and disadvantages like there are some disadvantages I mean  like sometimes if you 

don’t have like if you want to contact someone and you don’t have like access to internet or you don’t 

have sometimes for example social media that other people that they have so for example in my case 

I am using facebook I am using whats app but I don’t use instagram so some people they don’t have 

facebook they have instagram in my case I cant contact communicate with them because I don’t have 

this kind of social media like (inaudible). But Generally speaking its good way to contact or use to 

communicate with others because its easy and cheap.  

I: Okay do you have any other concerns in terms of communicating on social media?  

P: As I said sometimes you need to contact someone but if there is something wrong with wifi or 

something wrong with internet you cant use this way of communicating so this will be like one of the 

obstacles that you can’t overcome if you don’t have access to internet.  

I: Okay and also so specifically in terms of talking about non verbal communication right so what are 

your thoughts about non verbal communication on social media?  

P: Yea basically like if i am using social  media its like i can use just like some of the video like I mean 

some picture and instead of saying something and I feel its an easy of to express your feeling for 

example if I am calling someone and I need to explain in details and explain what I feel over if I use 

whats app or like facebook or other way of communication just I can use one of the picture that just 

express what I feel towards the conversation or someone ask me like question do like what we add I 

can just use like pictures or emoji to express my feelings so I feel it a shortcut to express your feelings 

like and allows me to umm even the other person will be able to understand clearly what I mean by 

using this (inaudible). 

I: Okay and is there any concerns in relevance to non verbal communication such as emoii as you 

mentioned ? Is there any problem or things around that?  

P: Ummm sometimes like I don’t know but maybe like sometimes like miss-understanding happens for 

example if i use like sometimes I need to explain like the meaning of the like sometimes if another part 

or the one I am contacting or talking to if he cant understand what I mean by this emoji he might ask 

me for what do you mean by that meaning so  because there are like some emoji is clear the meaning 

of some emoji but other emoji are like other picture you can’t you need to explain more to the other 

person what do you mean because maybe some of the emoji or some of the picture is still not clear for 

the other person so maybe this is the one of the main things that you need to explain more about what 

you mean.  
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I: So how do you resolve this issue?  

P: In this case I need to use emoji or like picture’s with some words to complete and explain what I 

mean exactly.  

I: Right umm so okay is it only just emoji or any other elements in social media that you use.   

P: Ummm for example sometimes like i prefer to send like voice messages instead of you calling 

someone maybe just because I need something direct and I just I use either using instead of contacting 

by words I can just use voice message. Another thing I feel that social media is good to for example 

sometimes you want to communicate with so many people you can just create a group for so many 

people so this way its a shortcut to communicate so many people and specific like by one go or specific 

time and by using one message.  

I: Okay that’s fine umm so i’ll ask you question about your ummm so we are going to move on to the 

next phase right i’ll ask you questions about some of your social media posts. 

P: Yep 

I: And i’ll go from there okay. Can you just explain whats going on here (exhibit one) ?  

P:Here  

I:Yes  

P: Here basically I posted this one and the main thing when I posted this one there was something 

going on in my country the temperature was very high and for us we use to this like this high 

temperature.  

P: When I posted this and this was really about the situation of that time when it was in  August so it 

was very hot and the people didn’t care about the weather and they just are  like drinking tea outside 

in the hot weather some of them they are playing football other  people they are like repairing some 

of the problems in their garden and I mean I just posted this picture or emoji basically to express the 

situation or to express the people what they are doing and in this kind of weather without caring about 

the high temperature.  

I: Okay so okay can you explain just give me like what is going on ? in terms of communication right 

do you think you’re able to communicate properly or yup using this ?  

P: Yea I think as I said like this picture like allow me to express or to explain the situation  like in funny 

way and in direct way without because sometimes you want to explain something in funny way or you 

want to post something there is no need to start writing like one page or writing so many words we 

will not read it but in this kind if you post something picture its easy for people to understand and its 

easy for you to express because mainly this a funny thing so if I start writing I wont be able to express 

and even I will not do it. If i start writing some words it will not make sense but this picture just explains 

the situation easily. 

I: So why do you so based on what you’re saying why do you think those picture or emojis are 

important in these conversations? 
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P: Yep as i said its a easy way to communicate your idea if i start writing by words it’s  difficult for me 

I need so many words and people will not read the words because they feel they want something 

shortcut or like easy to understand or easy to see so this picture just like once anyone see it they can 

understand easily what the meaning of that or what they want to express and what they want to see. 

I: Okay so that’s fine umm so if I go here so this one Can you explain this one ? (exhibit two) so we’re 

just looking at the conversation here okay so can you just explain to me whats going on here ?  

P: Yea I posted like something about some wisdoms and the people they start like just agreeing  with 

me like one guy he said yea you are very right another one he said what you said is absolutely good 

and so I mean I just basically I wrote some of that wisdoms and people they start agreeing with me or 

they are started supporting me like that they said some of them they use the thumbs up like yea thats 

absolutely right or.  

I: Hmm so okay so as in now in this case umm you are the receiver of the these conversation right so 

can you just explain to me what your understand ? 

P: Yea for example this is the first one like I understand the guy he agreed with me about what I am 

saying.  

I: Okay  

P: And so he gave me thumbs up like and a he said that your are right about basically what I said.  

I: So how did you understood that as agreeing ?  

P: Yea because like this is what I decide from this picture like someone is giving you a thumbs up or like 

this like for me I think (pause)…   

I : Yea, Yea go on  

P: For me I like I think I understood this part as like he agreed with me.  

I: Okay 

P: About what I say.  

I: Yep, and what about the others ? So about this one here?  

P: Yea this one like for example in my culture like if someone did like this two fingers like this which 

means like he is supporting me about what I said for example even we use this for like for someone for 

someone who won something (inaudible) but I mean here like he I understand from this he is 

supporting me about what I said.  

I: Hmm okay and the others? 

P: And the others for example the first this one he is like he’s my cousin so he is just giving  me like as 

a heart like he express his feelings about me that he loves me so he is using this instead of saying I love 

you. 
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I: Okay, I am just going to move onto the whats app conversation know so if I (pause) right so in this 

one right so can you just explain this here ? So you sent this photo here right so can you just explain 

what’s that about?  

P: Ahh this one basically like aa just to say like Eid Mubarak or congratulations and their to celebrate 

our Eid so instead of saying Eid Mubaruk or happy Eid I just I use this picture to express what I like to 

say like to say congratulations or like Eid Mubaruk instead of just writing down and its easy way and 

its looks nice better then words to use words this one picture. 

I: Okay  

P: So its easy way to say Eid Mubarak   

I: Okay, so why this picture ?  

P: (Laughing ) why this picture because I found it …. what do you mean why this picture..  

I : Why did you select this ? 

P: Why I selected because yeah as I said like it looks nice and its enough for me to express my feelings.  

I: Okay and also why didn’t you write with words ?  

P: Because I feel this one is like its enough like for me to express what I I want to say if its not enough 

I will use word to complement. 

I : Okay so what were you trying to express here? 

P: Here just to like because we celebrate our Eid so just I want to say like happy Eid like to wish Happy 

Eid to.  

I: And you could’t do that with words ? 

P: As I said like this way looks better like in terms of communication its nice way to communicate and 

its easy instead start writing and just can forward it so many people and save time. 

I: Okay and so (pause) so this was again so in this there is another conversation here okay so over here 

this was sent to you right so what do you understand from this ? 

P: Understand that you agree with me and like you are happy about what I said. 

I: Okay  

P: Otherwise you will just because this face I understand from this face that you are happy. 

I: And how do you think that was what the meaning is ? 

P: Because actually based on a conversation before that and basically for me if i receive this kind of 

face I feel the guy or the one who send it to me he’s happy about something that I’ve done. 

I: Okay, and your response is this ? So why did you ? Can you just explain that ?  
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P: I mean like okay thats good I agree with like I agree with you like what you say or about.  

I: Okay, now looking at all the conversations overall do you umm so again by going over some of the 

conversations again what are your overall thoughts on non-verbal communication on social media ? 

P: As I said like basically its easy way to express your what you are have to say or what you feel and 

another thing like allows you to express your feeling like quickly without writing for example if you are 

busy just you can send one picture to express what you feel without there is no need to write something 

or. 

I: And why is it important to express? 

P: Because sometimes you need to tell someone about what you think or what about what you want 

to say because you need to contact people for different purposes and this one like is kind of social 

media or this way allows you to communicate because sometimes you need to send something or to 

ask someone for some help or support someone so this way you can do it easily and by using just short 

time you can just express what you want to say. 

I: So words are not enough? 

P: Words is enough but I mean sometimes you don’t have time to write or you don’t want  to or 

sometimes you want just to press one click and just to support someone or to say something so this 

kind of emoji or this kind of way of contacting like is easy to express what you want to say so basically 

it’s easy way and like takes short time. 

I: Okay, And do you see any problems or concerns around that or do you think it’s okay?  

P: As I said sometimes the picture is not enough so it support or to complement by some words to 

communicate what you want to say clearly and to help another person understand what you say so 

sometimes this pictures or emojis not enough for some kind of like if you want to say something you 

this kind of emoji might be enough but in some cases  its not enough so maybe this is one of the main 

like challenges that you need to support the picture with some words to explain what you want to say 

to another person so another person will be able to understand what you want to tell him or her.  

I: Okay, that’s fine do you want to add anything or comment on anything else or ? 

P: Yea, its an interesting topic Good luck  

I: Alright, Thank You  

P: Thank You so much 
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Facebook  
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WhatsApp  
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Instagram 
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Appendix 5: Examples of Open codes and concepts 

Examples of Initial Open Codes at the beginning of the research 

I had near to 400 open codes and below are some examples of open codes generated.  

Angle 
Behavioural Intensions  
Able to shift based on situation 
Action  
Dreaming 
Drinking 
Giving Blessing 
Giving Gift 
Giving ideas 
Greeting 
Hand Gesture of something 
Motivating people 
Repairing a car 
Using something 
Working or doing something 
Being biased  
Criticising  
Family Intervening  
Focus on text  
Doesn’t use negative emoji 
Focus on words not emoji 
Rejecting emoji 
Hiding Feelings  
Controlling anger 
Easy to hide feelings 
Hiding feelings 
Intentionally misunderstanding  
Doing 
Answering a Question 
Asking for forgiveness 
Describing a Feeling 
Describing an action 
Personal Intentions 
Joking  
Funny - Joking 
keeping professional and personal life separate 
Negative thoughts are discouraged  
Not really meaning what they think  
Political use of Emoji  
Self-correcting oneself  
Showing Respect  
politeness 
Praising 
Respecting 
Showing someone, you been to a place  
Strategically using Emoji  
Telling a Story  
Poetic verses 
Story telling 
Verbal Descriptions 
Verbal Exaggeration 
Verbal Expression (non emotional) 
Verbal Expression of a feeling 
Trying to fix or rectifying  
Believing something 
Believing 
Believing on being courageous 
Clear Conversation 
Clear conversation 
Clear words 
Using Appropriate words 
Cognative State  
Creating a thought process  
Allowing room to think for better answers 

sudden thoughts can change the 
conversation 
Thinking 
Thinking before saying 
Thinking of the existing of something 
and someone 
Thoughts behind the conversation 
Mental State  
confused 
negative thoughts  
not sure why i commented this  
Positive thoughts  
Reaction from Emotional Response  
Crying 
Laugh 
Realisation  
Reality of a situation 
Reality of being strong 
Reality of Happiness 
Reality of having a sweet personality 
Reality of intelligence 
Sources of inspiration 
Reflection of Emotions  
Artificially creating expression-
emotions 
communication reflects emotion 
Communication reflects thoughts 
Remembering someone  
Remembering 
Remembering god 
Unintentional misunderstanding 
Context setting  
Contextual Factors  
Cannot speak against religion  
Civilised Culture  
Context Setting  
Place or a setting 
Setting the Context 
Unclear understanding of the context 
different worlds have different styles  
Educational Literacy  
Expressive and open-minded Culture  
Freedom of Speech  
Importance of Environment-Context  
Lack of Education 
Negative Situation  
Poverty  
Angle or Heavenly 
Behavour influenced by religion 
Blessing 
Praying 
Situation Dependency  
Describing a situation 
Reflection of the situation 
Situation Depended 
Subjective meaning  
Metaphoric Associations 
more precise,  
more concise,  
more to the point  
more straight forward  
Non-Verbal Exact Representation of 
an Object-Word 
Non-verbal Exaggeration 

different meaning without emoji 
same meaning different picture 
Subjective thinking 
Uncivilised Culture  
Values of People  
Westernisation of a country 
Conversational Flow  
Clear conversation 
Confusion in conversation  
Importance of appearance  
Importance of content of conversation 
Importance of Expressions  
Importance of Gestures  
importance of Listening  
Types of Conversation  
Developing Interest 
conversation need to be interesting 
making the conversation interesting 
More interesting 
Different people have different understanding 
Emotional State  
Expressing Strong Emotion 
Feeling of liking  
Feeling Aggressive due to not Liking 
Feeling angry due to not Liking 
Likes eating 
Likes to Cook 
Liking it 
Liking Towards the Post 
General Feelings 
Tired 
Love and Affection  
Giving Love-Heart 
Love and Affections 
loving and caring 
Naughty 
Negative Feelings  
Horrible 
Nostalgic 
Positive Feeling  
Amazing 
Desires 
Enjoyment 
Excitement 
Happiness 
Happy 
Pleasing 
Satisfaction about life 
Sad 
Satisfied 
Shocked 
Functional Factors of emoji 
Abbreviation of the Sentence 
Emoji are always used positively 
Emoji do not make any difference to the text  
Facial Expression 
Smiling 
winking 
Illustration of a situation 
illustration of pictures 
Making the text more attractive  
Give time to think 
Neural Responses 
Reminding of thinking 
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Examples of how Open codes merged into more specific concepts 
 

Below are some examples of concepts that developed from open codes, but various concepts 

also merged to become broader categories and properties, which later developed into the 

emergent theory.  
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Appendix 6: Examples of Conceptual Memos:  

I had near 100 memos. Although some memos are included in chapter 3 but below are some 

additional examples of memos developed during the research 

Aesthetics - Attractiveness 
 
Emojis are also being used for aesthetics and attractiveness purposes, to decorate and to make the comments 
or text more pretty and more interesting towards the reader. the design and bases of emojis are pictures after 
all, and pictures are there for a lot of aesthetics reasons as well.  
 

Online Social Connections 
 
online social connections refer to the idea of "how connected you are to the person" closeness and relationship 
was discussed in a previous memo (Relationship effect) but in this case, online activity of individuals could also 
depend upon the level of connectivity they have in virtual terms. for examples in real life, they might be so close 
but in the virtual world, they are not sharing anything. this could mean that they have a low social connection 
online and high social connection in real life.  
 

Communicative discursive cycle 
 
where discussing or talking, individuals tend to be influenced in many cases by previously mentioned/discussed 
words, topics, content etc. Thus, their ability to think beyond a certain point within the conversation tends to 
become limited. and certain conversation are bound to a state of "continuous loop".  
In terms of comments of Facebook posts. when reading a very unresponsive post or addressing someone who 
doesn’t have much to say to. the commenters has few options: write something different, or something similar 
to previous comment just to contribute, or not contribute to the comment and just shadow the conversation.  
 
in this case, if you chose to comment in many cases your comments are likely same or similar to the previous 
comments.  
 
some personality and cultural factors are included in this as well.  
 

Relationship effect  
 
In terms of usage of certain words, accents, language or even emoticons can be depended upon the relationship 
the sender and receiver has with each other. therefore tone and usage of certain elements tends to differ. thus, 
certain elements of the conversation can change the meaning of the "comment" 
 

Mood  
 
Elements of mood can have an effect on driving the conversation to certain context.  
Usage of emoticons could also be depended upon such factors like a person in a bad or upsetting mood might 
not use many emoticons or even avoid using any. 
 

Objects: representations of the physical things. 
In many cases in verbal or text-based conversations, we say a word which is associated to an object/place or 
physical being. such as car, table, house, room, building, cup, etc. all these words are used to help in 
understanding an object but without the item being in front of us, it is up to us to imagine what that item may 
look like.   
 
The idea of imagination is limited to our thinking. therefore, there should be something to help in showing a 
slight, true or even similar representations of the physical being.  

 

 



192 

 

Appendix 7: Message Layering Formulae 

During the sorting and writing up phase, I made some attempts to connect various elements 

of the theory together in the form of mathematical formulas. However, reducing the theory to 

mathematic formulae did not add value. But I have included some of the attempts to formalise 

message layering.  

The idea of mathematical formulae is included below: 

Message Layering Formulation 

L = S x M 

 

Abbreviations 

L = Message Layering 

S = Message Structure 

M = Message Meaning 

Although message layering consists of only two core variables, each core variable needs to 

be broken down further to develop a better understanding. Following are the formulation of 

message structures and message meaning.  

Formulating Message Structures 

Based on the above discussion, message structuring is focused around making decisions 

about what message content is to be included in messages and further, making decisions as 

to what unit of expression or tone should be given. Thus, two key components of message 

structures are 1) Message Content 2) Tone. Using these two components we can formulate 

the structure of the message as follows: 

 

Message Structure Abbreviations  

 

S = MC x T • S = Message Structure 

• MC = Message Content selected or present in message 

• T = Tone or unit of expression assigned to the message 

content  

The above formulation indicates a simple account of what is included in the structure of a 

message. However, as indicated previously, message content and unit of expressions tend to 

vary depending on the nature of message content. Further, messages tend to vary from having 

singular message content and unit of expressions to having multiple message content and 

units of expressions. Therefore, in order to formulate this, it is important to account for the 

variations in quantities of message content and units of expressions present in the structures 

of messages.  
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In social media, message content tends to be divided into three categories: Textual Message 

content, Static Visual Message content and Dynamic Visual message content. Further, due to 

messages have multiple message content, formulation of message content is as follows: 

 

Message Content Abbreviations  

 

MCn = TXn + SVn + DVn • MC = Message Content selected or present in message 

• TX = Textual Message content present in a message 

• SV = Static Visual message content present in a message 

• DV = Dynamic Visual message content present in a 

message 

• n = The number of message content present.  

 

Further, adding to the complexity of message structuring process, senders and receivers add 

tones to message content. However, much of the knowledge used to apply tones to messages 

coming from the general grammatical knowledge the sender and/or receiver has. 

Grammatically speaking, message content can be categorised based on whether each 

message content is either a noun, pronoun, adjective, verb, adverb, preposition, conjunction, 

interjection or an article. English grammar tends to include seven classes of how a word can 

be assigned its function. This allows for a specific word to have tone, using the general 

grammatical classes. To give tone to messages, senders and receivers position each 

message content based on its grammatical classes, thereby toning the message content. 

Given there are seven classes of tones in grammar, we can categorise tones as follows: 

 

• Ta = Noun 

• Tb = Pronoun 

• Tc = Adjective 

• Td = Verb  

• Te = Adverb  

• Tf = Preposition 

• Tg = Conjunction 

• Th = Interjection 

• Ti = Article 

 

Grammatical classifications are important in message structuring as it helps in the process of 

toning. Assigning a specific class to each message content allows for structuring to take place. 
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Considering both message content and tones assigned to message content, message 

structures can be formulated as follows: 

 

Message Structure 

S = (MC1 x Tx) + (MC2 x Tx) +(MC3 x Tx) … + (MCn x Tx) 

 

Abbreviations 

• S = Message Structure 

• MC = Message Content selected or present in the message 

• Tx = Tone assigned to the message content, this can range from Ta to Ti 

• n = The number of message content present 

 

The Context of Social Media Platform 

Adding social media platforms to the formulation of message structure is important to 

account for the differentiation within platforms. The formulation of a layer of the structure is 

thus as follows:  

Message Structure in 

a Specific Platform 

 

Abbreviations  

S = P x [(MCn x Tx) ….] • S = Message Structure 

• P = Social Media Platform 

• MCn = Message Content selected or present in message 

• Tx = Tone or unit of expression assigned to the message 

content  

• n = The number of message content present 
 

Formulating Message Meaning 

Based on the above discussion, message regulating is focused on making decisions on the 

meaning of messages. The meanings of messages are addressed according to the social-

relational ties that the sender and receiver have with each other, the knowledge they have and 

what knowledge the sender or receiver has about the message content. Thus, meaning within 

messages are dependent on three key components: 1) social-relational ties 2) knowledge 

about the sender or receiver 3) knowledge about the message content.  

Social relational ties are an important factor for layering meaning within the message as it 

allows senders and receivers to influence the message meaning and also it allows them to 

indicate the type the sender and receiver is. Type, therefore, equals social-relational ties. 
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Mathematically speaking: type = social-relational ties. However, given that senders and 

receivers can be categorised as strangers, close corresponders and distant corresponders, 

we can categories type as follows: 

• Typea = Stranger 

• Typeb = Close Corresponder 

• Typec = Distant Corresponder 

Further, sender and receiver types are seen to only influence the knowledge the sender and 

receiver have about each other. Thus, knowledge about the sender and receiver is dependent 

upon sender and receiver types. However, knowledge about message content is seen to be 

an independent factor.  

Based on the three components of meaning mentioned above, we can formulate the layer of 

meaning within messages as follows: 

 

Message Meaning Abbreviations  

M= (Typex x kC) + kMC • M = Message Meaning 

• Typex = Type associate by the sender or receiver assigned 

to the message, this can range from Typea to Typec 

• kC = Knowledge about the communicator (sender/receiver) 

• kMC = Knowledge about the Message Content 

  

Completed Message Layering Formula 

 

Simplified Version 

L = S x M 

Abbreviations 

L =Message Layering 

S =Message Structure 

M =Message Meaning 

 

Complete Formula 

 

L = [P x [(MCn x Tx) ….]] x [(Typex x kC) + 

kMC]…. 

 

L =Message Layering 

P =Social Media Platform 

MCn =Message Content selected or present in the 

message, this can vary in number and type 

Tx =Tone assigned to the message content, this 

can range from Ta to Ti 

Typex =Type associate by the sender or receiver, 

this can range from Typea to Typec 

kC=Knowledge about the communicator 

(sender/receiver) 

kMC =Knowledge about the Message Content 
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