Analyze GIFs implications for visual culture and digital communication, and evaluate the possibility for improving textual online communication with GIFs
Research on different people of how they gain and use their GIFs (memes emoticons)

GIFs have become a significant communication tool in modern digital societies due to their characteristics, restrictions, and affordances. GIFs have several meanings since they are fragments of longer sentences. This, paired with their infinite, looping repetition, enables them to convey several meanings in a single GIF. This symbolic richness makes them a perfect instrument for strengthening two fundamental components of digital communication: affective performance and cultural knowledge display. The combined impact of these characteristics affords the GIF tremendous resistance potential, but also makes it susceptible to commercialization.

In this article, we aim to explore online conversation related to GIFs and their function in contemporary online communication. Based on this discussion， to analyze Gif's implications for digital culture and communication. And evaluate the possibility of improving textual, online communication with GIFs. Priority was given to breadth in article themes above depth in individual topics. The research database was established on two groups which are China-based and UK-based people who are acquaintances of the author. Also, the personal experience of the author from several conversations with his friends, families, and colleagues was one of the main database supports. Based on these findings, it was determined that the plan was feasible.

Research participants
Participants were narrowed down into academia; all interviewees from China-based have achieved high education diplomas in Arts background. The UK-based participants are formed into two groups which are students in arts and lecturers who are teaching in arts. The whole research was carried out under the personal network of the author. 
The interviewees range in age from 20s to 30s.
 
Methodologies
Narrative analysis 
The datasets collection is grounded in interviews from two groups, one is China-based and another one is UK-based. Most of the interviewees are acquainted with the author, and the purpose of the interview is to find out the reaction of using GIFs on social media of who has connections with the author, which is no doubt that, the datasets are purely feeling from the interactives. The participants have no strangeness during the interview which could bring the author multiple narrative contents including how the participants tell the story with their GIFs experiences, and a different perspective from the participants. Two types of narratives are included, one is the topical story which talks about the function of GIFs in the social media commination. The other one is personal narrative, which focuses on each individual’s experience with GIF use in their daily life. Both topics are aimed to discover the potential assumption which is why people using GIFs while communicating on social media. For instance, the initial purpose of using GIFs in communication, most of the China-based participants are actually doing it for fun, it’s considered as an online communication habits. On the contrary, one of the UK-based participants Kylie, when talking about her experience using GIFs, she mentioned multiple times that using GIFs for the online class is a way of cheering up the class, which means using GIFs is not only a way to have fun, but GIFs helped her in some way. 

The China-based interviews are basically based on social media texted-message, the author communicated with each individual on WeChat, during the interview the participants used GIFs to interact with the author. The process of interview acted as a random chat with friends, some interview took place in a group chat in which some of the participants could be acted as an overhearer in the conversation, which brought another perspective of GIFs reaction in social media. With the attributes, the action possibilities that an agent perceives in a subject(Gibson, 1979), with GIFs, how does the addition of response GIFs affect overhearer in text-messaged jokes? And does the approach in which GIFs is interpreted as sarcasm indicate how humorous they will find the joke itself?

The UK-based interviews were carried out in face-to-face conversations, the author attempted semi-structured interviews to give the research participants to go on tangents and fully convey their internal narrative. These datasets obtained more nuanced information than the online text-messaging one. The participants ‘body language, their attitudes, and the way they speak were also considered as part of the information of datasets. The key point is about interpreting how the research participant forms their own self-narrative. For instance, in Kylie’s case, she emphasized the functions of GIFs reaction in online class, which is a good sample of how GIFs affected our online education. Because most of international students weren’t fluency in their speaking English, text-message is a significant part for the online class, the shortage is obviously lacking sentiments communications.
Auto-ethnography
“We create truth through our human interactions, so humans are always impacting the phenomenon they are studying. Human behavior can be understood but often behave irrationally and cannot be 100%predicted” (interpretivism & critical inquiry began in the1900‘s)

The reason of pick the research topic is this phenomenon happens to me every day, I considered myself is part of the GIFs users group which meets the conditions that in Auto-ethnography, we need to misers ourselves, to be part of the culture. It is not disrupting the culture, because objective truth isn’t possible anyway. To understand the GIF culture through my own bodies. So in that way, there are always biased because we only have our own lens. We only have our own perspective to interpret. As a result, the auto-ethnography for this research mothed is a sort of self-reflection on GIFs as a visual tool for communication.

The motivation for the research is established on my own experience, my wife texted me on WeChat one day and said, “why are you using the palm face(or face covering) emoji so much recently? ”  And I didn’t realize that. Another experience with GIFs is I don’t use many GIFs with family members, or close friends. However, emojis are frequently used in my daily communication with contacts. GIF usages more exist in group chats, and new acquaintance conversations on social media. Especially, when some conversations with strong sentiments for example, the constant usage and presence of GIFs in online media such as text messaging now enables a similar form of multi-party interactions in which one person's feedback on another person's humor may alter another person's perspective of the joke and conversation itself.
Grounded Theory 
（Theoretical Sampling: Find connections between codes, See how new data compares with your codes so far, Find the core category using selective coding-the core category connects all codes together, and is the basis for the theory）
The aim of this article is to examine GIF as a visual tool in contemporary social media communication, a certain group of people who loved to communicate via text-message are more likely heavy GIF users, the question is can GIFs be considered a visual language which doesn’t need to be translate across different cultures. Based on that, the author started the research with the phoneme that GIF uses in online communication. With the grounded theory, it is not difficult to collect data on the daily bases, the author started out the research with his acquaintances, which brought a highly possible cyclical process where data collection and analysis iteratively, and from that to develop a theory. Along with the iterative interview, the research participants’ circle will be extended, due to it’s difficulty recruiting and time-consuming to collect data, the whole process will last a long period. 

Due to the frequency of usage social media in daily bases, especially in group chats epic moments occurred multiple times, for instance, in one of the author’s group chat, the Dprof student group is a good sample for repeated research studies. It combined multiple cultural backgrounds which is a core condition for the research. All the records of the online conversations were grounded in real data which actually happened in the real world. 
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Key point of Grounded Theory
Data collection and data analysis are carried out simultaneously
Construct hypotheses for analysis and categorization from data rather than a deduction from preconceived logic
Use a continuous comparison method that involves comparing each stage of the analysis
The theory is advanced at each step of data collection and analysis
Sampling for theoretical construction purposes, not for the representativeness of the population
The literature review after an independent analysis has been developed



GIFs have become an increasingly common medium in online communication, I have noticed this since the Dprof class started online last October, the Dprof students and teachers were gathered in a group chat, and GIFs, and memes frequently showed up, especially when a new member came in, a welcome GIF definitely came after. When some of us were having random jokes or sarcasm, many GIFs came up. After living in the UK for my Dprof study for several months, text messaging became mainly interaction with my family, my wife said to me one day “why are you using this emoji so many times recently?” Honestly, she got me, I really have no ideas why I’m doing so. This phenomenon led me to my research.
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Images from Zhang Hengtai’s (researcher’s own) WeChat conversation record


My curiosity pushed me forward to this research, to start with it, I brought out some questions based on the recent phenomenon that I’ve found. To myself, which is since when I started using GIFs as a communication tool in text messaging. Most significantly why am I using GIFs? way back in my mid-20s, I had an Artist-in-Residency in Singapore, and as a photographer, I took plenty of photos that I would like to share with friends that I met in the A-I-R when I send these static images on social media it’s better attached some words like add a story of what happened in a particular image, this could be a good method for participants to enjoy that image, even make a good memorial recall. How can we enjoy those images or make them funnier without any texted help? I start out trying to make those pictures into GIFs by editing pictures in Photoshop and final cut. When I share these GIFs with friends, I didn’t consider them as memes, still, they seem to like it, looks like it made the pictures funnier indeed.

1 why people use GIFs
2 where did they get the GIFs
3 how would they use their GIFs 

Another phenomenon that attracted me which is the GIFs that showed up in the Dprof group chat from Timi has s strong Chinese culture feature, which means those GIFs that he used in the group are basically from Chinese users. Because of his multiple classes with Chinese students, they use GIFs to interact with each other frequently. “All these GIFs are from Chinese students; I just add them to the gallery when I saw humorous ones,” Timi said. “Would you use those GIFs with your friends except the Chinese?” I asked. And he goes “Not really, because I only use WeChat with the Chinese students, But I do have different GIFs for friends, and families on WhatsApp and iMessage.” In this case, Timi unintentionally separated the GIFs corpus for a different group of people which means nationalities, culture backgrounds might be influence reaction GIFs in daily online conversation. 

I conducted a series of research on those questions, the participants were aimed at three different groups. The first group is Chinese people who live in China, the second group is Chinese people who live in the western world, and the third group is westerners. There is a distinction between how western people and Chinese people gain their GIFs, for instance, in the UK people could use apps like GIPHY, Tumblr, and Tenor or websites like www.knowyourmemes.com, www.imgur.com, www.gifbin.com. where you can almost get anything that you need by searching keywords. Moreover, you can make your own gif by editing videos photos from your cellphone gallery, or files from your laptop. An interesting phenomenon has been revealed that Chinese people tend to make their own GIFs out of themselves or their friends from their daily photographs and videos, two of my Dprof colleagues who are Yuki and Chin are very professional in making GIFs out of themselves and their friends. Yuki’s GIF gallery has several GIFs that made out of her own portrait. And Chin is a GIF maker Pro, he loves films, thus he has the instinct to capture extraordinary moments in daily life. The GIFs that he made not only when we are hanging out at a bar but even in class，which always made us laugh out loud. it’s quite enjoyable when we are making GIFs and sharing them with friends. Because GIFs as an infinite loop nature which could multiply the funny moment of either picture or video. 

Kylie Boon, from the Trinity St David, her experiences of using GIFs brought me into a new world which allowed me to understand how people from the UK interact with their friends via GIFs. iMessage is one of the main Apps that people interact with friends in the West, due to its function iMessage could link apps like GIPHY which means when user text messaging via iMessage they could search for GIFs from GIPHY by clicking the icon on the top of the keyboard. This is kylie’s method that interacting with her friends. She believes that using GIFs in an online class could make the class not so stressful, this sense of humor could help both teachers and students enjoy the class. Due to the disparities in social media between east and west, kylie’s GIFs recourses are basically from iMessage and its attachment apps, as a result, she doesn’t collect GIFs or memes from others. She added, “generally I just choose iMessage’s package memes for text-message” (it is similar to WeChat database memes). 

“I never encountered that my students and my friend making GIFs neither from their own pictures, videos nor from their friends,” Timi says, and I have got the same answer from Kylie. This is a large difference from people that I’ve interviewed who are based in China, it is not difficult to discover the difference by observing the GIFs galleries of the recourses and the most used GIFs. Because the eastern group samples their GIFs are basically from ordinary people’s funny moments in daily life. On the contrary, the west group sample’s GIFs are more from the movies, TV shows, and celebrities either epic fall or humorous moment. One potential reason is the strict portrait rights in the west. “It is a high risk that people abuse other person’s pictures without their permission” Timi added. However, Kylie feels ok about friends having fun with each other by “GIF” their pictures, but only in the friends’ circle. She said, “it is not acceptable that someone I don’t know to use my GIF pictures.” “That might could make you famous.” I added, and she said, “not in that way.” Another sample of how you think of GIFs you and your friends from Boris, he is one of my friends, a Chinese who lives in Pairs for over 20years. Boris claimed that making GIFs out of photos of your friends is ridiculous and disrespectful, in his opinion, those funny moments are worthless to watch repeatedly. 

Popular culture images basically are generated and disseminated to the widest potential audience. In addition to being transient and fleeting, transmitted images are seldom captured on film, and when they are, they are not maintained for very long. The purpose of addressing them cannot be justified by an essential aesthetic value. (Andrew Ross Ecology of Image) He believes that those kinds of clips shouldn’t be neglected because it’s one of the essential parts of the whole range of visual culture. as a result of their intersection with the intellectual and political concerns of the world to which its interpreters belong. Due to the feature of GIFs which brings back the neglected moment into our sight. The GIFs are used to imitate acts that do not require demonstration in face-to-face communication. Such embodied speech activities contribute to the formation and negotiation of posture and mood. As third-position reactions embodied displays such as sighs may be utilized to indicate negative emotion. When created by listeners, smiles and nods are affiliative and allow interlocutors to negotiate a shared perception of the talk's substance. In addition to showing emotions, the body may also demonstrate activities. Typically, gestures and facial expressions convey activities in speech (Bavelas, Gerwing,& Healing,2014a ). These movements may occur in conjunction with a verbal description, but they may also be part of a composite structure in which the syntactic structuring of a turn projected completion via the body (Keevallik,2010, 2013,2014).

Utterances utilize the affordances supplied by GIF pictures to accomplish these tasks via words, whereas these actions are performed in a predetermined order by the embodied resources available. To do this, they include recordings of acts performed by another source in the past. Reproducing these embodied movements separates GIFs from other embodied displays in text messaging, such as emoticons, which are symbolic and abstract rather than physical in nature.
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Imagine your Dprof college group chat is congratulating one of your college’s successes, most of the members were sending a similar emoji for the congratulation, with GIPHY you can easily type congratulation for the keyword, then you will get tones of related and great GIFs. However, people in China have very distinct methods to gain their GIFs, as far as I know, we don’t have similar apps or websites like GIPHY or Tumblr, but there is some “public “area for people to discover GIFs or memes,  for instance, the most prevalent social media app WeChat has its own GIF database which looks like “official” memes, and I‘ve asked 15 of my Chinese friends about how they got their GIFs, 12 of them “steal” GIFs from other friends and group chat, they just download the GIFs from the conversations with their friends, or as an overhearer in group chats when they discovered the GIFs they like.

On the contrary, three of them tend to use the WeChat database memes. Evie said, “using WeChat database memes is convenient, it just categorized the memes, so I can easily find what memes I’m looking for.” She added, “people whom I use memes with the most are my close friends in group chat because in a group chat where friends are easily talking jokes when I watch those jokes it gives me an emotion to react to.” Evie’s experience meets the common ground with my own feeling, me and my teacher Timi once had a conversation about my research at the early stage of it, Timi asked me “Where did your research come from?” This basic and significant question brought me back to when the Dprof group was just created, new members came into the group with a meme or GIF for greeting, and members tend to add GIFs with texted words especially when good news, bad news, or a joke came out. One day the Dprof student found out that Timi’s “favorite” actor was Nicolas Cage, and then the humorous utterance was started in the group chat. I sent a Nicolas Cage GIF to the group chat as a joke, but the truth is Timi hates him, this whole story made other members laugh out loud. 
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Images from Zhang Hangtai’s (researcher’s own) WeChat conversation record       Image from GIPHY app screenshot access time: 6 May 2022

how would you react to that immediately in those certain circumstances?  Nicolas Cage indeed is one of the popular GIFs in social media communication, however, not everyone has it in their cellphone gallery. In most cases, we use GIFs as a general visual tool for emotional communication in a text message conversation. However, when you encounter circumstances like that, you’re looking for a precise GIF for a message conveying, it’s hardly possible to find a Nicolas Cage GIF for a response. Fortunately, the app GIPHY could help us to do that, by inserting any keywords the relative GIF will show up. However, I’ve researched apps like GIPHY and Tumblr in China, and the result is none. There are no such “disturbing centers” for GIFs in China, and for people who love using GIFs, most of the resources come from personal collections. GIFs are regarded to be relics of participatory culture since they are rarely “owned” by a creator and instead inspire a writing process, rewriting, and sharing during its propagation (Juza,2013). Consequently, they reflect and develop the mindsets of the subculture in which they would be shared (Juza,2013)

Another epic moment that happened in Dprof group chat was Timi texted in Chinese characters to say hello to Fang Xin, which was a sort of joke made from me and Timi. Fang Xin texted “you are talking to the Chinese version of Teresa (her English name).” and Timi goes “Hello Teresa” I talked to Timi in private and texted “copy this 你好，方昕 which means Hello Teresa.” It was a joke for fun for Fang Xin and to show everyone in the group that Timi could type Chinese characters. However, Sun Meng’s comments in the group chat just “pricked the showing off balloon” which made everyone laugh, he goes “I don’t believe that you just copy and paste.” The following GIFs dialogue was a good showcase that it was used as a visual language. First, Timi posted a baby girl with an angry but cute face which presents his embarrassed mood but not a serious one. And then Sun Meng posted a parrot running away from a bomb explode. It is depicted as a runaway from the trouble that he made. The next Timi’s GIF reaction was another baby girl with a surprised face, a respond to the exploded GIF. Because of the surprised cute girl GIF, Timi also expressed a feeling that he wasn’t actually embarrassed. Yuki’s reaction GIF metaphor applauded for a great show in the end.
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	Participants
	Male/
Female
	GIFs/memes Resource
	Most used one/s
	Why GIFs

	Huang Bo
	Male
	Personal Collection
	[image: 男人戴着帽子
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	For Entertaining, it’s easier than texting words

	Ren Yi
	Male
	Personal Collection +WeChat Database
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	Emotional Expression, 

	Evie
	Female
	WeChat Database
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	Emotional Expression

	Kylie Boon
	Female
	iMessage memes’
packages
	[image: 一群人在游泳
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	Emotional Expression, For a Relaxing Atmosphere For the Students

	Yuki
	Female
	Personal Collection +WeChat Database
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	Express Feelings

	Boris
	Male
	Personal Collection
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	For Fun, 

	Luo Caisheng
	Male
	Personal Collection
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	For a Better Communication

	Mengxi
	Female
	Personal Collection
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	For a Better Communication,

	Liu Xiaolong
	Male
	Personal Collection
	
	For Fun

	Sun Meng
	Male
	Personal Collection
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	It’s easier than texting, Emotional Expression

	Fang Xin
	Female
	Personal Collection +WeChat Database
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	It’s cater to short attention 

	Howie
	Male
	Personal Collection +WeChat Database
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	For Entertaining

	Zhang Dafu
	Male
	Personal Collection
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	For Entertaining, it’s easier than texting words



Findings

Visual Cultural Communication in the Digital Language 

Language

The digital language emerges at a historic moment, with the rapid development and extensive application of digital technology. New media, such as network media and mobile media, have become widely used in the world through digital communication and are rapidly evolving. Simultaneously, the growth of new media creates fertile ground for the spread of the Internet subculture. The increasing adoption of the Internet has resulted in the emergence of a new generation of culture known as network subculture. It embodies the qualities of grassroots and democratic freedom, just as the emergence of the Internet. The essential features of the cyber language subculture include humor, authenticity, frankness, weirdness, democracy, and irony. GIFs play a significant part in the spread of the Internet subculture.

People communicate because they shared common knowledge, from a commonsense perspective, language may be viewed as a media for the transmission of ideas. Consequently, meaning and its transmission are fundamental to defining what language is. This perspective would posit that a subject has thoughts and expresses them through language in the form of speech. In this sense, unique cultures may create distinctive languages, but it is not always true that thinking are culturally distinct (the issue of meaning, in other words, might turn on questions of human nature, on psychology, physiology, etc.). According to this view, the primary determinant of meaning would be the intentions of the speakers. Multiple viewpoints, such as those linked with postmodernism, structural-ism, and post-structuralism, cast doubt on this viewpoint. On these accounts, language produces meaning not through the assertion by a language-independent speaker of a proposition that expresses an intention independently of the language used, but only because language (understood as a system of signs or as a semantic process ontologically distinct from the constitution of subjectivity) exists. In turn, speakers are regarded as being constitutive to language and are hence not considered ontologically antecedent to it. Lacan's model of psychoanalysis posits a structural link between the constitution of the unconscious and language (i.e. he claims the unconscious is structured like a language).

The concepts of representation and reference are equally crucial to any understanding of language. Therefore, we might ask, "Does language describe the world to us, or does it build it for us?" "Is language capable of referring to entities that are "non-linguistic"?" Such inquiries necessitate a discussion of topics pertaining to metaphysics, ontology, and epistemology. For instance, Derrida considers the Western philosophical tradition to include a set of presuppositions regarding the nature of meaning and purpose. Such assumptions include the belief that meaning is contingent on the 'presence' of speakers and that 'writing' is below real speech in the hierarchy of meaning, Speakers make meaning, but it takes writing to keep meaning alive when they're not around. Also, the idea that subjectivity is the source of meaning assumes a certain ontology of the subject, which is that the subject has the power to create meaning because of what it is. Questions about the nature of knowledge (epistemological questions) are also questions about the language in terms of I its ability to refer to "non-linguistic" experience or (ii) the norms or conventions of language. If questions of normativity and community are important, then any account of language must pay close attention to the cultural factors that go into making sense.

Semiology in Communication 

In general, communication, defined as the communication of knowledge between two or more individuals, is the most fundamental subject of cultural studies. There are several ways to communicate analysis that may be developed.

In terms of semiology analyze communication in codes, norms, and norms that determine the relevance of any particular message, and even the selection and arrangement of pertinent components (or signs). This, in effect, develops an interest in texts and the process of generating and interpreting them, as well as issues about how the sign might relate to a reality outside the text. In hermeneutics, the processes of analysis and understanding are explored less carefully. Priority is focused on the capacity of ordinary people and readers to form interpretations by analyzing the relationship between the individual meaningful unit in front of them and the larger context (or horizon) within which the unit makes sense (and crucially, where the meaning of the unit reciprocally modifies the meaning of the context). With the expansion of sociological inquiry institutions that highlight the social skills and competence held by society's members, the sociological study of communication increases in importance. Thus, interpretivism and ethnomethodology are interested in the formation and maintenance of a significant and stable social reality through skillful interaction and, subsequently, the practice of various forms of communicative competence.

Representation in Visual Cultural Communication 

Visual studies are the application of cultural studies' methods and concerns to the study of the visual arts and visual culture in general. As such, it is strongly associated with and can be used interchangeably with the slightly earlier phrase visual culture. Visual culture represents a 'pictorial turn' in cultural studies (the ‘linguistic turn’ in philosophy), The process by which the theorist moves away from the text and toward the visual image. Its central theorists are Walter Benjamin (and in particular his study of the work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction (1970b) as well as his work on photography (1999a: 507–30) and on the consumerism of the nineteenth-century Parisian arcades (1999b)); Michel Foucault (and in particular his work on the concept of the "gaze" (1976)); Roland Barthes (1973); and Jacques Lacan (and the imagining of the Other (19 It may then be viewed as adopting techniques from literary theory and critical theory, as well as the sociology of art and art history. 

Representation is not a new reference to pictures, descriptive imaging, or painting; it can be understood as a social relationship that is enacted through specific visual appeals, imaginative spaces, and specific arrangements of the body being gazed at. The utility of representation relies on a constant exchange, an interaction with other r representation. (John Tagg Power and Photography) In the formation of society there emerge various assemblages of reproduction, which are called discourses, some of which are explicitly visual in nature. This phenomenon also occurs in online media, where a decentralized visual assemblage is constantly emerging, and every social media user is a potential contributor. Foucault's regime of truth is built through the constant substitution of symbols. The key to reproduction is not what is presented, but who has the right to see? Who is looking? What are the effects of this viewing? While this representation attempts to grasp social forces, it also involves and is deeply affected by confrontation. Because reproduction constructs a new network of relations, these relations are also social. Finally, representation generates an appeal to the visual and operates within the realm of the visual.

In the network, content, and form are constantly being reproduced, and this reproduction is exemplified by the dissemination of GIFs. This phenomenon is not independent, it is based on a variety of factors, and the image information we inadvertently obtain can be quickly recreated, a quality that cannot be replaced by visual tools. In order to study more deeply the re-creation of images and its propagation, the subsequent research will combine more theoretical knowledge with personal creation.
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