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Facial expressions are visual information that reflects our inner states and plays an important role in how people communicate
with others. Recently, facial expressions have been actively used through emoticons via online communication modes such as
chatting on social media. The current study investigated the underlying mechanism of the perception of facial expressions in
emoticons. There are two hypotheses regarding the processing of facial expressions. First, the feature-based processing hypothesis
suggests facial expressions are perceived based on information gathered from each facial feature such as eyes, nose, and mouth,
all of which are processed independently. Second, according to the holistic processing hypothesis, facial expressions are perceived
with configural information such as the distance between the eyes. For the perception of facial expressions in a real human face,
most studies have supported the holistic processing hypothesis. However, the results of studies for facial expressions in emoticons
are inconsistent. The purpose of the current study is to explore whether the underlying mechanism of the facial expression
perception in emoticons can be influenced by the elaboration level, related to how facial features are described in detail. In the
experiment, we employed two types of emoticons to manipulate the elaboration level: simple and elaborated. In a simple
emoticon, all facial features are represented with a few line segments, whereas in an elaborated emoticon, the features are
elaborately described at the drawing level. Participants were asked to perform an emotion recognition task in which a human face
or an emoticon with one of the five basic facial expressions (anger, fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise) was presented in an
aligned or misaligned state. As a result, whereas in the case of the elaborated emoticons the accuracy of facial expression
recognition was higher in the aligned condition than in the misaligned condition, there was not significant differences between
these two conditions in the case of the simple emoticons. It suggests that the higher the level of elaboration of features in

emoticons, the stronger the effect of the holistic processing.
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Figure 1. Stimuli of the experiment. (a) the intact condition in
which all facial features are aligned for a human face, an
elaborated emoticon, and a simple emoticon; (b) the scrambled

condition in which all facial features are misaligned.
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Figure 2. Results of the experiment. (*** p < .001)
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