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Abstract

Background Changes in communication media not only affect the changes in the forms and
contents of communication, but also social interaction of humans. Mobile Instant Messaging(MIM)
such as Kakao Talk in South Korea is a typical example. In Kakao Talk, emoticons play a significant
role in our everyday communication and can be an effective means to deliver emotion by creating a
face-to-face(F2F) communication environment based on orality culture. In this regard, this study
investigated how emoticons are integrated into MIM-based mobile life and how emoticons can
influence social interactions.

Methods To investigate the effects of emoticon usage on users' social relations, empirical
studies on users who have kept using emoticons in KakaoTalk, the most used MIM in Korea,
are needed. This study used Colaizzi's inductive and descriptive phenomenological research
methodology to emphasize common attributes of all participants rather than every experience
of individual participant. This study aimed to investigate the mutual relationship between
communication and social relations from a solid theoretical background based on media ecology
theory which stresses an ecological relationship among technology, media of communication, and
human beings.

Results The results show that participants use emoticons in conversation by Kakaotalk when
they want to finish their conversations naturally and effectively deliver inner feelings. On the other
hand, participants intentionally refrained from using emoticons when communicating with people
who do not have social intimacy and especially those who have higher social status. The reason for
this is that they worry about delivering distorted or impolite messages. Another noticeable finding
is when a speaker with a relatively high social status first use emoticons, not only a favorable
impression appears but also social intimacy increases. Furthermore, the social intimacy created by
emoticon usage leads to positive offline relationships.

Conclusions  The significance of this study is as follows. First, the active use of emoticons is
considered empirically to be human's desire to build an orality-centered, F2F communication
environment by overcoming bias in the MIM. Second, this study not only presents the emoticon
as a new form of language that combines orality and literacy but also theoretically suggests the
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Table 1 Demographic variable of participants

no. occupation age gender  no. occupation age gender
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9 IT71% XK 39 Gl 19 s 21 o
10 SA7|=A T2 32 o 20 s 20 o
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Table 2 Theme cluster & Category

Research question Theme cluster Category
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Table 3 Formulated meanings and Themes: Presence

Formulated meaning Theme Theme cluster Category
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Table 4 Formulated meanings and Themes: Emotion
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Table 5 Formulated meanings and Themes: cultural distance

Formulated meaning Theme Theme cluster Category
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Table 6 Formulated meanings and Themes: positive social relationship

Formulated meaning Theme Theme cluster Category
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