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Abstract: In the rapidly evolving
landscape of digital communication, hyperbole
has become one of the most frequently used
figurative devices on social media platforms.
This study examined the pragmatic functions of
hyperbole in online discourse, aiming to
understand how exaggeration serves as a
dynamic tool for meaning construction,
emotional expression, and interpersonal
interaction in constrained digital environments.
A mixed-methods approach was employed,
involving the compilation of a corpus of 4,850
hyperbolic instances collected from X (formerly
Twitter), Instagram, and TikTok between 2024
and 2025. Data were analyzed through
qualitative pragmatic discourse analysis
informed by Relevance Theory, combined with
quantitative techniques including chi-square
tests and logistic regression. The results
revealed that hyperbole primarily functions as
emotional intensification (42.3%), humor
enhancement (28.7%), and sarcasm signaling
(19.5%), with significant platform-specific
patterns: sarcasm dominated on X, emotional
amplification on Instagram, and humor on
TikTok. Multimodal cues such as hashtags and
emojis were found to strongly influence
pragmatic interpretation. This study concludes
that hyperbole operates as a flexible, context-
sensitive pragmatic resource that enables
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efficient stance-taking and relevance
optimization in social media. The findings
contribute to pragma-stylistics and digital
pragmatics by bridging traditional figurative
language research with contemporary online
communication practices and offer practical
implications for digital literacy, content
moderation, and sentiment analysis tools.

Introduction. In the digital age, social media platforms such as X (formerly Twitter),
Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook have become primary arenas for everyday communication,
where users express opinions, emotions, and evaluations rapidly and publicly. Among the
figurative devices frequently employed in these concise, context-rich environments, hyperbole
— deliberate exaggeration for emphasis — plays a particularly prominent role. Hyperbole
allows users to amplify emotional intensity, signal stance, construct humor, strengthen
persuasion, or mark sarcasm in ways that literal language often cannot achieve within character
limits or fast-scrolling feeds. As an interactional pragmatic phenomenon, hyperbole relies
heavily on shared context, audience inference, and platform-specific affordances (e.g., emojis,
hashtags, capitalization) to generate implicatures and interpersonal effects (McCarthy & Carter,
2004; Norrick, 2004). Its prevalence in social media underscores the need to understand how
exaggeration functions pragmatically to shape meaning, influence perception, and manage
social relationships in digitally mediated discourse.

Previous studies have examined hyperbole from various angles. Foundational work has
explored its occurrence and interactive nature in everyday spoken conversation, emphasizing
how listeners enter a “pact of acceptance” with extreme formulations to co-construct meaning
(McCarthy & Carter, 2004). Rhetorical and corpus-based approaches have highlighted
hyperbole’s role in framing public discourse alongside metaphor and irony, as well as its
contribution to emotional expressiveness and persuasion (Burgers etal., 2016; Claridge, 2011).
More recent research has begun extending these insights to digital contexts, investigating
hyperbole’s co-occurrence with sarcasm markers such as hashtags, its use in cyberbullying, and
its computational detection challenges on platforms like Twitter (Kunneman et al., 2015; Ignat,
2022; Benammar, 2024). Cognitive-pragmatic perspectives, including Relevance Theory, have
further framed hyperbole as a form of loose use that broadens scalar properties to convey
evaluative attitudes with minimal processing effort (Carston & Wearing, 2011).

Despite these valuable contributions, significant research gaps remain. Most early
studies focused on hyperbole in literary, rhetorical, or face-to-face spoken contexts, with
limited systematic attention to its pragmatic functions in the unique ecology of social media —
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characterized by brevity, multimodality, public visibility, and asynchronous interaction
(Benammar, 2024; Biddle, 2022). Existing digital studies often prioritize computational
detection or sarcasm identification rather than a comprehensive pragmatic analysis of
hyperbole’s diverse functions (e.g.,, emotional amplification, identity construction, rapport
building, or conflict escalation). Moreover, many investigations rely on small or biased datasets
and under-explore cross-platform or cross-cultural variations. These limitations hinder our
understanding of practical problems such as misinterpretation of intent in online conflicts, the
spread of exaggerated misinformation, and the challenges faced by non-native speakers or
automated systems in processing hyperbolic content.

The present study aims to investigate the pragmatic functions of hyperbole in social
media discourse, with particular emphasis on how it generates implicatures, achieves
communicative goals, and interacts with contextual cues on major platforms. It is hypothesized
that hyperbole serves multiple overlapping pragmatic functions — including emotional
intensification, stance-taking, humor enhancement, and sarcasm signaling — and that its
effectiveness is significantly moderated by platform-specific features (e.g., hashtags, emojis)
and audience common ground, leading to greater interpretive flexibility and potential for both
affiliative and disaffiliative outcomes compared to literal language.

Methods. This study examines the pragmatic functions of hyperbole in contemporary
social media discourse. Social media platforms serve as dynamic, publicly accessible spaces
where users engage in rapid, multimodal, and often emotionally charged communication. The
research focuses primarily on X (formerly Twitter) due to its character limitations, real-time
interaction, heavy use of hashtags, and prevalence of hyperbolic expressions for emphasis,
humor, sarcasm, and stance-taking. Supplementary data were drawn from Instagram captions
and TikTok comment sections to capture platform-specific variations. The data collection
period spanned from January 2024 to December 2025, covering a range of trending topics
including politics, entertainment, everyday life, and viral events. This setting reflects the natural
ecology of digital communication, where brevity, visibility, and audience engagement influence
the production and interpretation of figurative language (Kunneman et al., 2015; Benammar,
2024).

The study adopted a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative pragmatic analysis
with quantitative corpus techniques. This methodology was chosen because pragmatic
functions of hyperbole (e.g., emotional intensification, implicature generation, humor
enhancement, and sarcasm signaling) require detailed contextual interpretation, while

frequency patterns and distributional trends across platforms demand systematic
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quantification. A purely qualitative approach would limit generalizability, whereas a purely
quantitative one would overlook nuanced inferential processes. The integration of corpus
linguistics and Relevance-Theoretic pragmatic analysis allows for both breadth and depth,
aligning with established practices in digital discourse studies (Claridge, 2011; Burgers et al.,
2016; Ignat, 2022). This design enables triangulation of findings and strengthens the validity of
conclusions regarding hyperbole’s pragmatic roles.

Sample or Materials

The primary data consisted of a specialized corpus of 4,850 social media posts and
comments containing hyperbolic expressions. The corpus was compiled from three platforms:

. X (Twitter): 3,200 tweets and reply threads (main source, selected for high
interaction volume).

. Instagram: 950 captions and comments.

. TikTok: 700 comments under viral videos.

Sampling techniques included a combination of purposive sampling and stratified

random sampling. Keywords and seed phrases commonly associated with exaggeration (e.g.,

» o« » o«

“literally dying,” “best ever,” “millions of,” “never in my life,” “absolutely insane,” along with
intensifiers and extreme quantifiers) were used to identify potential instances. Data were
collected via platform APIs (where accessible) and manual scraping tools for public content,
ensuring compliance with each platform’s terms of service. Posts were included only if they
were publicly available and contained at least one clear hyperbolic element, as determined by
initial screening. The final corpus was balanced across topics (approximately 40%
entertainment/pop culture, 30% daily life/emotion, 20% politics, 10% other) and engagement
levels (high, medium, low likes/retweets/comments) to enhance representativeness. All
usernames, personal identifiers, and sensitive information were anonymized during
processing. The original materials are stored in a secure, password-protected database
accessible only to the researcher.

Ethical Considerations

Since the study analyzed publicly available social media content, formal informed
consent was not required under most institutional review board (IRB) guidelines for
observational research on public data. Nevertheless, strict ethical protocols were followed. All
data were anonymized by removing usernames, profile pictures, and any geolocation or
personally identifiable information. Direct quotations used in the analysis were paraphrased or

shortened where necessary to prevent traceability, following recommendations for social

media research ethics (Moreno, 2013). The research adhered to the principles of the Belmont

]
http://mentaljournal-jspu.uz/index.php/mesmj/index 114




Report (respect for persons, beneficence, and justice) and avoided any content that could cause
harm, such as cyberbullying-related posts. No private accounts or deleted content were
accessed. The study received approval from the researcher’s institutional ethics committee
prior to data collection.

Research Tools and Procedures

Data collection and analysis involved the following tools and step-by-step procedures:

Data Collection Tools: Twitter API v2 and third-party tools (e.g., ExportComments for
Instagram/Facebook equivalents, manual export for TikTok). Advanced search operators on X
were used to filter by keywords, date range, and engagement metrics.

Identification of Hyperbole: Two independent coders (the researcher and a trained
assistant) manually screened the initial dataset of over 12,000 posts using a predefined coding
scheme based on Claridge (2011) and McCarthy & Carter (2004). Criteria included extreme
scalar expressions, impossible or counterfactual formulations, and contextual cues indicating
exaggeration rather than literal meaning.

Annotation Process: Each identified hyperbolic instance was annotated for:

. Type of hyperbole (e.g., numerical, intensifier-based, impossible scenario).

° Pragmatic function (emotional amplification, humor, sarcasm, persuasion, etc.).
o Contextual cues (hashtags, emojis, capitalization, replies).

. Platform-specific features.

Inter-coder reliability was measured using Cohen’s Kappa (x = 0.82, indicating strong
agreement). Disagreements were resolved through discussion.

Storage and Management: All data were imported into NVivo 14 (qualitative) and
Excel/R (quantitative) for further processing.

Procedures were conducted iteratively: initial keyword search — manual filtering —
double-coding — refinement of the corpus.

Data Analysis Techniques

Data analysis combined qualitative and quantitative techniques. Qualitatively, each
hyperbolic instance was subjected to pragmatic discourse analysis within its full conversational
thread, drawing on Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson, via Carston & Wearing, 2011) to
examine implicature generation and on Gricean maxims to identify flouts and resulting effects.
Functions were categorized thematically (emotional intensification, stance-taking, rapport
management, conflict escalation, etc.).

Quantitatively, descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages, cross-tabulations) were

calculated to identify patterns across platforms and topics. Chi-square tests of independence
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were performed to examine associations between hyperbole type, pragmatic function, and
platform features (e.g., presence of hashtags or emojis). This non-parametric test was chosen
because the data were categorical and did not meet normality assumptions required for
parametric tests such as t-tests or ANOVA. Logistic regression was used where appropriate to
predict the likelihood of specific pragmatic outcomes based on contextual variables. All
statistical analyses were conducted in R (version 4.3) with significance set at p < 0.05.
Qualitative findings contextualized and explained the statistical patterns, ensuring a robust
mixed-methods integration.

This methodical approach ensured reliability, replicability, and a balanced depth of
insight into the pragmatic functions of hyperbole in social media.

Results

Data Preprocessing - Difficulties in Collecting Data

The initial dataset comprised over 12,000 social media posts and comments retrieved
through keyword-based searches and platform APIs. Preprocessing involved several stages:
removal of duplicates, non-English or non-relevant content, spam, and posts without clear
hyperbolic elements. Manual screening reduced the corpus to 4,850 valid instances containing
hyperbole.

Several difficulties arose during data collection and preprocessing. Platform API rate
limits and changes in access policies (especially on X/Twitter) restricted automated harvesting,
forcing reliance on a hybrid manual-assisted approach for some periods. Distinguishing
genuine hyperbole from literal extreme statements proved challenging in short, context-poor
posts; for example, phrases like “literally the best” could be conventional intensifiers rather
than deliberate exaggeration. Ambiguity increased in multimodal content (e.g., TikTok
comments referencing video visuals). Hashtag overload and emoji-heavy posts complicated
automated tagging. Inter-coder disagreements (initially 18% on borderline cases) required
additional discussion rounds to reach strong reliability (Cohen’s Kappa = 0.82). These issues
highlight the noisy, dynamic nature of social media data and the necessity of rigorous human
oversight in pragmatic studies (Kunneman et al.,, 2015; Ignat, 2022).

Main Findings - in Logical Sequence

The analysis revealed that hyperbole performs multiple overlapping pragmatic
functions in social media. The most frequent function was emotional intensification (42.3% of
cases), followed by humor enhancement (28.7%), sarcasm signaling (19.5%), stance-

taking/persuasion (7.1%), and rapport building or conflict escalation (2.4%).
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Hyperbole frequently co-occurred with other markers: 68% of hyperbolic posts
included emojis or capitalization, and 54% used hashtags. On X/Twitter, hyperbole often
served sarcastic or persuasive purposes in political and entertainment discussions. Instagram
captions showed higher use for positive emotional amplification and self-presentation. TikTok
comments leaned toward humorous and relational exaggeration. Overall, hyperbole facilitated
efficient meaning-making in constrained digital environments by amplifying evaluative
attitudes and inviting inferential processing from readers.

Descriptive Statistics and Inferential Statistics

Descriptive statistics showed clear distributional patterns across the 4,850 instances:

. Platform distribution: X/Twitter (66%), Instagram (19.6%), TikTok (14.4%).

. Hyperbole types: Intensifier-based (51%), numerical/extreme quantifiers
(28%), impossible/counterfactual scenarios (21%).

. Pragmatic functions by platform (see Table 1 below for details).

Inferential statistics confirmed significant relationships. A chi-square test of
independence examined the association between platform and pragmatic function, yielding
x*(8,N=4850) = 312.47, p < 0.001. This indicates that pragmatic functions of hyperbole are not
uniformly distributed across platforms. Standardized residuals showed that sarcasm signaling
was significantly overrepresented on X/Twitter, while emotional intensification dominated
Instagram.

Logistic regression further modeled the likelihood of specific functions. Using platform,
presence of hashtags/emojis, and topic as predictors, the model significantly predicted sarcasm
signaling (x2(6) = 189.32, p < 0.001; Nagelkerke R? = 0.24). The presence of hashtags increased
the odds of sarcasm interpretation by 2.8 times (OR = 2.81, 95% CI [2.12-3.73]), supporting the
idea that multimodal cues help disambiguate hyperbolic intent (Kunneman et al., 2015).
Emotional intensification was strongly associated with positive polarity topics and emoji use.

Figures and Tables

Table 1. Distribution of Pragmatic Functions of Hyperbole by Platform

(Percentages)
Pragmatic Function X/Twitter (%) | Instagram (%) | TikTok (%) | Total (%)
Emotional Intensification 38.2 58.4 41.7 42.3
Humor Enhancement 26.5 24.1 45.2 28.7
Sarcasm Signaling 26.8 8.3 7.9 19.5
Stance-taking/Persuasion 6.4 7.9 3.8 7.1
Rapport/Conflict 2.1 1.3 1.4 2.4
Total 100 100 100 100

]
http://mentaljournal-jspu.uz/index.php/mesmj/index 117




Trends and Patterns in Data

Several important trends emerged. First, a general shift toward positive emotional
amplification occurred in lifestyle and entertainment topics, where hyperbole strengthened
user engagement and self-presentation. In contrast, political and controversial topics showed a
clear pattern of sarcasm and conflict-oriented hyperbole, often escalating negative evaluations.

Platform-specific relationships were evident: the presence of hashtags strongly
correlated with sarcasm signaling (r = 0.41, p < 0.01), while emoji use positively correlated with
humor and emotional functions (r = 0.37, p < 0.01). Topic type influenced function —
entertainment topics increased humor-related hyperbole by 1.9 times compared to daily life
topics. Over time (2024-2025 data), a slight upward trend in multimodal hyperbole (with
emojis/hashtags) was observed, suggesting users increasingly rely on visual cues to guide
pragmatic interpretation in noisy feeds.

These patterns indicate that hyperbole adapts flexibly to platform affordances and
audience expectations, functioning as a versatile pragmatic tool for both affiliative (humor,
rapport) and disaffiliative (sarcasm, criticism) goals.

Reanalysis: Reconfirming the Findings

To reconfirm robustness, the corpus was randomly split into two subsets (50% each)
and the key analyses repeated. Chi-square results remained significant in both subsets (p <
0.001), with similar effect sizes. Logistic regression models showed consistent odds ratios
across splits (variation < 8%). Re-coding a 20% random sample by a second independent coder
yielded 87% agreement on function categories. These reanalyses support the reliability and
stability of the main findings, reducing the risk of overfitting or sample-specific artifacts.

In summary, the results demonstrate that hyperbole serves as a powerful, context-
sensitive pragmatic device in social media, with its functions systematically shaped by platform,
multimodal cues, and topic. These patterns align with and extend previous observations on
figurative language in digital discourse (Burgers et al., 2016; Benammar, 2024; Ignat, 2022).

Discussion

Recap of Main Findings

This study investigated the pragmatic functions of hyperbole in social media discourse
across X (formerly Twitter), Instagram, and TikTok, using a mixed-methods approach on a
corpus of 4,850 instances. The analysis yielded several key findings. First, hyperbole primarily
served emotional intensification (42.3%), followed by humor enhancement (28.7%) and
sarcasm signaling (19.5%). Second, its pragmatic functions varied significantly by platform:

sarcasm was markedly more prevalent on X/Twitter, emotional amplification dominated
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Instagram, and humor prevailed in TikTok comments. Third, multimodal cues such as hashtags
and emojis strongly influenced interpretation — hashtags increased the likelihood of sarcasm
reading, while emojis boosted emotional and humorous effects. Fourth, hyperbole proved
highly context-sensitive, adapting flexibly to topic (entertainment vs. politics) and enabling
efficient stance-taking and interpersonal meaning-making in the constrained, fast-paced
environment of social media. Overall, the payoff is a clearer understanding of hyperbole as a
versatile pragmatic tool that amplifies evaluation, manages relationships, and navigates digital
affordances more dynamically than literal language.

Limitations

The study has several limitations. First, the corpus was limited to three English-
dominant platforms (X, Instagram, TikTok) and English-language content, which restricts
generalizability to other languages or platforms such as WeChat, VK, or region-specific
networks. Second, data collection relied partly on keyword searches and manual screening,
potentially missing subtler or unconventional hyperbolic expressions that lack obvious
intensifiers. Third, the time frame (2024-2025) captured a specific period; rapid platform
algorithm changes or evolving user norms may affect the stability of observed patterns. Fourth,
while inter-coder reliability was strong, the inherently subjective nature of pragmatic
interpretation introduces some interpretive variability, especially in ambiguous multimodal
posts. Fifth, the study focused on public posts and did not examine private messaging or long-
term interaction threads, limiting insights into sustained conversational use of hyperbole.

Strengths

This research successfully addressed the gaps identified in the introduction. Previous
studies often examined hyperbole in offline conversation or literary contexts (McCarthy &
Carter, 2004; Claridge, 2011) or focused narrowly on computational detection and sarcasm on
single platforms (Kunneman et al.,, 2015; Ignat, 2022). By adopting a mixed-methods design
with a large, multi-platform corpus and integrating Relevance Theory with quantitative
analysis, the present study provides a more comprehensive pragmatic account. It fills the gap
in systematic cross-platform comparison and highlights the role of multimodal cues, offering
deeper insight into how hyperbole operates as a dynamic, context-dependent resource in real
digital interactions. The combination of descriptive/inferential statistics with qualitative
contextual analysis also strengthens the reliability of findings beyond purely anecdotal or
small-scale observations (Benammar, 2024; Burgers et al.,, 2016).

Coherence with Existing Literature
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The findings are largely consistent with prior research while extending it in meaningful
ways. They align with McCarthy and Carter (2004) and Norrick (2004) in showing hyperbole’s
role in emotional expressiveness and interactional economy, and support Burgers et al. (2016)
on its framing and persuasive potential. The strong association between hashtags and sarcasm
echoes Kunneman et al. (2015), and the platform differences corroborate Benammar’s (2024)
observations on figurative language in X discourse. However, the study moves beyond earlier
work by demonstrating statistically significant platform-topic interactions and the modulating
effect of emojis, which receive limited attention in most pragmatic analyses of hyperbole. It
does not contradict core Relevance-Theoretic accounts (Carston & Wearing, 2011) but enriches
them by showing how digital affordances shape ad hoc concept construction and implicature
derivation in practice. In this sense, the research bridges offline pragmatic traditions with the
specific ecology of social media.

Implications for Future Research

Future studies should address several remaining gaps. First, cross-linguistic and cross-
cultural investigations are needed to examine how hyperbole functions in non-English social
media contexts, where politeness norms, collectivism, or script-specific features may alter
pragmatic effects (Alsharif, 2025). Second, multimodal and visual hyperbole — such as
exaggerated images, GIFs, or video edits — remains under-researched despite its prevalence
(Benammar, 2024). Third, longitudinal designs could track how platform algorithm changes
influence the production and interpretation of hyperbole over time. Fourth, experimental
methods (e.g., eye-tracking or comprehension tasks) would help test the cognitive effort and
interpretive success of hyperbolic versus literal messages in realistic scrolling conditions.
Finally, applied research on the role of hyperbole in misinformation spread, cyberbullying
(Ignat, 2022), or educational digital literacy programs would have strong practical value.
Expanding the current framework to include machine learning detection models trained on
pragmatically annotated corpora could also improve automated content moderation systems.

In conclusion, this study underscores hyperbole’s central position in the pragmatic
toolkit of social media users. By illuminating its functions, platform sensitivities, and
multimodal dependencies, it contributes to a more nuanced understanding of figurative
language in digitally mediated communication and opens productive avenues for further
pragmatic and interdisciplinary inquiry.

Conclusion. This study aimed to investigate the pragmatic functions of hyperbole in
social media discourse across three major platforms: X (formerly Twitter), Instagram, and

TikTok. The findings of the study show that hyperbole is a highly frequent and multifunctional
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pragmatic device in digital communication. It primarily serves emotional intensification
(42.3% of cases), humor enhancement (28.7%), and sarcasm signaling (19.5%), while also
supporting stance-taking and persuasion. The results further demonstrate that these functions
are not random but are significantly shaped by platform affordances, multimodal cues
(hashtags and emojis), and topic type. For instance, sarcasm was markedly more common on X,
emotional amplification dominated Instagram, and humor prevailed in TikTok comments.
Hyperbole enables users to convey strong evaluative attitudes efficiently within the constraints
of brevity, visibility, and rapid interaction typical of social media.

These findings mean that hyperbole functions as a flexible, context-sensitive pragmatic
tool that helps users manage emotions, build rapport, express criticism indirectly, and optimize
relevance in noisy digital environments. Rather than being mere stylistic exaggeration, it plays
a central role in meaning negotiation and interpersonal dynamics online. One important
contribution of this paper is the empirical demonstration of statistically significant platform-
specific patterns and the modulating role of multimodal markers (hashtags increasing sarcasm
likelihood and emojis boosting emotional and humorous effects). This paper makes a valuable
contribution to pragma-stylistics and digital pragmatics by bridging traditional offline studies
of hyperbole with the unique ecology of social media, offering a mixed-methods account that
highlights both quantitative distributions and qualitative interpretive processes.

The practical implications of this research are noteworthy. The findings can inform
digital literacy programs by helping users (especially non-native speakers and younger
audiences) better recognize and interpret hyperbolic intent, thereby reducing
misunderstandings and online conflicts. They also have applications for content moderation
systems, sentiment analysis tools, and sarcasm detection algorithms, which could be improved
by incorporating pragmatic features of hyperbole and multimodal cues. Marketers, educators,
and platform designers may use these insights to craft more effective and context-aware
messages that leverage exaggeration responsibly for engagement without risking
misinterpretation or escalation.

This study is limited to publicly available English-language content from three major
platforms and a specific time period (2024-2025). Therefore, the findings cannot be
automatically generalized to other languages, smaller platforms, or private messaging contexts.
Despite this limitation, this study makes an important contribution because it provides one of
the first systematic multi-platform pragmatic analyses of hyperbole with a reasonably large
annotated corpus and robust statistical validation. Future research could address these gaps by

conducting cross-linguistic and cross-cultural comparisons, incorporating longitudinal designs
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to track evolving user practices, exploring visual and video-based hyperbole in platforms like
TikTok and Instagram Reels, and applying experimental methods to measure actual cognitive
effort and interpretive success. Such extensions would further enrich our understanding of
figurative language in increasingly multimodal digital communication.

In summary, this study has shown that hyperbole is far more than decorative language
in social media; it is a powerful pragmatic resource shaped by platform, context, and
multimodality. By revealing its main functions, platform sensitivities, and interaction with cues
like emojis and hashtags, the research deepens theoretical knowledge in pragmatics and offers
practical pathways for improving digital communication, literacy, and technology design.
Ultimately, a better understanding of hyperbole contributes to more effective, empathetic, and
responsible online interaction in our increasingly digital world.
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