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Formal and Functional Features of Texting in SMS and WhatsApp 
 

Introduction 

SMS language, or textese, is “a form of written language as used in text messages and other 

digital communications, characterised by many abbreviations and typically not following 

standard grammar, spelling, punctuation, and style” (dictionary.com). “Text messages using the 

Latin alphabet [were limited to] 160 characters including spaces [and they had] to be typed on 

the small keypad of a cellular phone” (Bieswanger 2007, 2). These obstacles are considered to 

be the reasons for the development of several forms of abbreviation. Back then, people utilised 

this language in order to save money and time. The limited characters demand efficient 

linguistic choices and it is to this particular choices, I will now turn.  

Textese in SMS in English and German Messages 

There are various terms for the different lexical shortening strategies occurring in text-

messages. In this paper, the categories used by Markus Bieswanger will be utilised and, in 

addition, his findings regarding differences in English and German text messages will be 

demonstrated. He analysed text messages retrieved from an English, as well as a German corpus 

(3-5).  

o Initialisms are shortenings that consist of the first letter (or letters) of a combination 

of more than one word. The subdivision into acronyms, and alphabetisms, does not 

play a role here. 

    English: NY  New Year 

   German: HDL  hab dich lieb (love you) 

o Clippings refer to all forms of shortenings by which parts of a word are deleted. Thus, 

there is traditional clipping (deletion at the end), initial clipping (deletion at the front), 

medial clipping (deletion in the middle), and mixed clipping (in different places).

   E: gettin getting 

   G: Antw Antwort (answer) 

o Contractions are combinations of two words that lead to a smaller number of 

characters and they are similar to medial clippings. 

   E: don’t do not 

   G: habs habe es (have it) 

o Letter-/Number-homophones are among the most salient features of text messaging. 

Letters and numbers whose pronunciation is identical with words or parts of words. 

There are no examples in German. 

   E: b  be 

        c  see 

        l8er  later 

o Phonetic spellings refers to all forms that are shorter than the original word and go 

back to the pronunciation of the respective word. These spellings are different from 

clippings in that they contain at least one character that is not part of the standard 

spelling. 

   E: bin  been 

   G: leida leider (unfortunately) 
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o Word-value characters: This category is made up of characters of combinations of 

up to three characters that can stand for whole words but whose pronunciation is not 

homophonous with a word.  

   E: x  kiss 

   G: x  mal (times as in 2 times 4 is 8) 

Bieswanger’s empirical evaluation showed that “frequency of shortenings per text message in 

the corpus of English text messages is more than six time as high as in the German corpus” 

(5-6).  

Emoticons and Emoji: (Grannan 2016) 

Another form of shortening are emoticons and emoji, both of which share the intention to 

convey a particular emotion or sentiment in text-messages. Emoticons are punctuation marks, 

letters, and numbers used to create pictorial icons. They came into being in 1982 and the most 

well-known ones are the smiley face :-) and the frowning face :-( . They are currently used by 

owners of older models of phones. Emoji (from the Japanese e, “picture,” and moji, “character”) 

are a slightly more recent invention. Not to be confused with their predecessor, emoji are 

pictographs of faces, objects, and symbols. They were invented in 1990 in Japan and today 

there is an abundance of these little cartoon figures available. 

SMS/WhatsApp as a Form of Communication 

“Although not strictly “computer-mediated”, text messaging […] is now frequently counted 

among the modes of computer-mediated communication”. Markus Bieswanger describes 

textese as a particular language used for texts in computer based communication sharing 

specific technological properties (Bieswanger 2007, 2). However, SMS and WhatsApp differ 

in the linguistic terms of presence, sign and range as follows. SMS, to start with, can be 

considered as a temporally and spatially separated, asynchronous form of communication, 

meaning that neither the sender, nor the receiver need to be present at the keyboards at the same 

time. The transmission process is one-way. While the conception can be both written and 

spoken, the form is written and multimodal, since it is possible to use both, pictures and text. 

The messages are stored continuously, the context is private, and the direction is mostly two-

sided. Finally, the uptake expectation can be high or low, depending on the content. With some 

messages, such as birthday greetings, the sender might not expect any response at all.  

 From a linguistic point of view, WhatsApp messages show spatial separation. The 

temporal presence, however, can be both co-presence, in case of video- and voice calls, or 

separation, in case of one-way messages. When used in chatting mode, WhatsApp is considered 

as nearly synchronous because a message can only be transmitted immediately after the sender 

hits “send” but both the sender and the receiver are present at their keyboards at the same time 

(Dürscheid and Frick 2014, 167). The language can be written and spoken both in conception, 

as well as in form (messages, videos, voice-mails). Furthermore, WhatsApp is multi-modal and 

has a storing continuity. The direction is mostly two-sided and the context is private. The 

uptake-expectation is, similarly to SMS, mostly high. However, it is also possible to send a 

message without expecting any answer at all. 

SMS vs WhatsApp 

In recent times a new wave of mobile instant messaging (MIM) applications have gained 

momentum. WhatsApp, launched in 2010, is the most popular among all instant messenger 
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applications. These two technologies differ in requirements and in features offered.  

 SMS, on the one hand, allows short text messages to be sent from any GSM mobile 

handset, regardless of the provider. It is also possible to send images, videos and sound content, 

known as MMS or Multimedia Messaging Service. However, while SMS are often included in 

a provider’s package in Austria and, as a result, up to a certain number free of charge, MMS 

are mostly charged separately. In other countries they tend to cost more than simple text 

messages.  

 WhatsApp, on the other hand, allows to send and receive images, video, audio and 

location-based messages to individuals or groups (administrators can set up groups) at no cost. 

The basic prerequisites are the installation of the app onto a mobile phone, internet connection 

and a standard cellular phone number. It also provides additional social information, e.g. when 

users are online, typing, and when they last accessed the application. Additionally, users can 

talk to recipients anywhere in the world, provided both have internet connection, free of charge 

(Church and de Oliveira 2013, 352-353).  

Language Use and Communication Practices in Comparison (Dürscheid and Frick, 169-177) 

According to Christa Dürscheid and Karina Frick, WhatsApp messages are different to SMS in 

several aspects I will explain in the following. They point out, however, that in their study the 

old” SMS communication, written on a mobile phone and not a smartphone, is comparable to 

chat communication via WhatsApp. First, IM messages are significantly shorter than SMS 

although there is no limitation in characters. The possibility to use the messenger synchronously 

leads to an increase in interaction and, consequently, to shorter messages, such as in image 1: 

A: Hey! 

B: Whatsup? 

A: Uni? 

B: yes 

A: ok cul8er 

B: ok 

 

 

 

(Image 1) 

 

 

 

Next, chat members have high uptake expectation in case the discussion partner’s status is 

indicated as “online”. That causes time pressure and, as a result, errors in spelling, punctuation 

and capitalisation accumulate. Due to the dialogical form, responses become fragmented and 

ellipses are frequently used. Short answers, such as for instance, “I don’t understand” are 

sufficiently explicit. For the same reason, greeting phrases and salutations are rarely used. 

Another difference mentioned is based on the topics of WhatsApp messages. The authors claim 

that WhatsApp is also used as a means of pastime and, thus, people might chat without a 

particular topic (image 2). 
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A: hi there 

B: ??? 

A: Werra r u? 

B: Umi 

A: ??? 

B: uni 

A: ahhhhh 

 

 

(Image2) 

 

 

 

Pictographs, such as Emoji, are frequently used as a representative for whole sentences or 

words. For example, the laughing Emoji can be sent to imply that a before mentioned message 

is considered as funny. In that case, no explanatory text is necessary. These little pictures can 

also be used to substitute words within a sentence, like, for example, in the question, “Are you 

enjoying the “Sun”?” using the symbol for sun, instead of the word. Photographs are also a 

salient ingredient in WhatsApp messages. Since it is possible to send them free of charge, 

people make use of them in order to tell other users something about their current status (image 

3).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 3) 

 

 

 

Finally, Dürscheid and Frick name the group chat option as a completely new form of 

communication in “connected presence” facilitating written dialogical transmission 

immensely.  
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Conclusion 

In agreement with Church and de Oliveira, neither technology can be considered a substitute 

for the other,  For example, if people, are on holiday, it might be handy to use WhatsApp in 

order to call home, or to send videos or photographs while being at any place providing internet 

connection. Without access to the internet, it is still possible to send SMS and, thus, more 

convenient under such circumstances.  
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