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a b s t r a c t

Mobile instant messengers, which are types of social networking sites (SNSs), have become
popular among smartphone users. This trend prompts Internet-based SNSs to join this
wave by launching mobile versions of their applications. The business model of both
mobile SNSs is based on advertisements where continuous use of the service represents
higher profits. Founded on the theory of uses and gratifications, this research attempts
to identify gratifications driving mobile SNSs use. Gratifications were divided into
‘‘obtained’’ – cognitive, hedonic, integrative, social interactive – and ‘‘opportunities’’ –
mobile convenience. We collected responses from 330 KakaoTalk and 311 Facebook users.
The results shed light on the effect of hedonic, integrative, and mobile convenience in
forming attitude. Social interactive gratification exerted a significant effect on all other
gratifications-obtained variables whereas mobile convenience had a significant impact
on all other gratifications. An exploratory comparison between KakaoTalk and Facebook
was performed, and academic and managerial implications were discussed.

� 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Mobile communication technologies and the Internet have changed the way people interact and communicate with one
another. With advances in technology, mobile phones have become an essential part of our lives because these devices are
used for much more than voice communication (Ishii, 2006). For example, smartphones and the Internet allow users to inte-
grate email service, short message service (SMS), instant messaging service (IM), and social network sites (SNSs) with other
services in their mobile devices. Consequently, this new mobile communications ecosystem has led to the growth of services
beyond traditional voice services (Ishii, 2006).

SNSs have become one of the most popular Internet-based services, a phenomenon which is evident from the rapid
growth experienced by SNSs such as Facebook, MySpace, and Friendster (Ku et al., 2013). SNSs enable users to generate,
share, and search for content, in addition to communicating and interacting with others (Kim et al., 2010). Therefore, con-
trary to the concern that the Internet may isolate individuals from society, social connections are being developed, main-
tained, and strengthened in the cyber world via the Internet and other information technologies (ITs) (Humphreys, 2007).
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Given the proliferation of smartphones, the development of mobile broadband networks, and the decrease in mobile data
fees, the use of Internet-based services via mobile devices is becoming the major way to connect to the Internet (Okazaki and
Romero, 2010; Wei, 2008). SNSs for mobile devices, which apply social networking technology optimized for the mobile
environment, are actively emerging in the mobile communications ecosystem (Kuittinen, 2013). Currently, most of the Inter-
net-based social network services have launched a mobile version of their SNS; consider Facebook, which has experienced a
growth of 45% in a year, reaching 874 million mobile users by September 2013 (Kuittinen, 2013). Simultaneously, mobile
instant messenger (MIM), another type of SNS, has also become popular among mobile smartphone users. For example,
KakaoTalk, one of the most famous MIM services, has been downloaded and used by almost 90% of the smartphone users
in Korea (Jo, 2013). Mobile SNS has become not only ‘a core service’ but also ‘the core service’ of the entire IT ecosystem.

In general, the primary SNS business model is based on advertisements (Enders et al., 2008), and mobile SNS is not an
exception. The total revenue from mobile SNS services is increasing. For example, Facebook’s revenue in the third quarter
of 2013 reached US$2.02 billion, with 49% coming from mobile advertisements (CNBC, 2013). The KakaoTalk business model
encompasses not only advertisements but also other revenue sources such as mobile games and emoticons (Acuña and
Kwon, 2013). In 2012, KakaoTalk’s revenue was reported to reach US$ 46 million, of which 67.5% was from games, 26.2%
was from advertisements and 6.3% was from emoticons (Acuña and Kwon, 2013). KakaoTalk’s revenue is expected to qua-
druple to US$ 250 million in 2013 (Acuña and Kwon, 2013). It is clear that, regardless the source of revenue, continuous use
of these mobile SNS services will result in higher profits. Consequently, research on mobile SNSs and the factors driving their
use is critical for companies to provide them with the tools to achieve sustainable business growth in this fast-moving and
changing mobile communication ecosystem.

Previous studies related to mobile communication services have focused primarily on the effect of mobile voice and mes-
saging services on social connections (Humphreys, 2007; Oksman and Turtiainen, 2004). Numerous researchers have studied
the antecedents of mobile service use by applying the uses and gratifications theory. Wei and Lo (2006) conducted research
targeting cellular phone users, which identified fashion-status, mobility, and accessibility, in addition to the gratifications
similar to the following for the existing online or wired phone: information-seeking, social utility, and affection. In addition,
safety or emergency situations were identified in the research on mobile phones (Ling, 2000; Roos, 1993).

In spite of these research efforts and scholars’ calls to the academic society to focus on the factors driving SNS use (Ku
et al., 2013; Xu et al., 2012), research on media effectiveness and its antecedents in the context of mobile SNS is limited.
The purpose of the present study is to fill this gap in literature by finding the gratifications of mobile SNS use and their effect
on user behavior.

The present research attempts to address the following three research questions: (1) What are the gratifications of mobile
SNS use, and how do they affect attitudes toward mobile SNS, which, in turn, affect actual use? (2) How are these gratifications
interrelated? (3) What are the differences between mobile SNSs? To address these questions, a literature review was conducted
to identify salient constructs and build our research model. A structural equation modeling technique was used for data anal-
ysis. The implications of the differences between the primary mobile SNSs were identified by conducting exploratory research
comparing each coefficient path in the structural equation model, which is consistent with Ha and Park (2013) approach.

2. Theoretical framework

2.1. Mobile SNS

According to traditional social network theory, a social network refers to the aggregation of people who are connected
socially through close acquaintances, information sharing, etc. (Garton et al., 1997). Whereas traditional social network the-
ory focuses on the relationship between people and face-to-face relationships, today’s social network theory focuses on
online or Internet activities (Kwon and Wen, 2010; Nikou and Bouwman, 2014).

SNSs, which include social networking activities occurring on the Internet, can be defined as Internet-based services that
enable individuals to generate, share, and search for content, while also communicating and cooperating with others (Kim
et al., 2010). Boyd and Ellison (2007) identified SNSs’ core functions as follows: (1) construct a personal profile, (2) articulate
a list of other connected users, and (3) view and traverse their connection list and the lists that other users are making.

SNSs that are adequate for mobile devices have been developed because of the emergence and vitalization of smart-
phones. Mobile SNSs are thus establishing their position as the key channel of social services. Mobile SNSs enable the use
of social network services via personal mobile devices. Mobile SNSs are similar to the Internet-based SNSs because users
are provided with the necessary support to build valuable networks through the exchange of information and resources
(Humphreys, 2007). However, mobile SNSs differ from the Internet-based sites because mobile SNS users are provided with
the mobility to use services anytime and anywhere (Zhou et al., 2010).

Consequently, mobile SNSs are deemed to include all of the following attributes: (1) attributes of social networks, (2)
attributes of the Internet, and (3) attributes of mobility.

2.2. Mobile SNS in Korea

The mobile SNSs that are widely used in Korea include KakaoTalk and mobile Facebook (KAA, 2012). These two services
are similar because both enable social connections. However, KakaoTalk was originally developed for mobile devices, offer-
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