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Abstract 

 

Bowling Online: Smartphones, Mobile Messengers, 

and Mobile Social Games for Korean Teen Girls 

 

Hogeun Seo, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2014 

 

Supervisor: Sharon Strover 

 

Due to their arduous schedules, Korean high school students have little time to 

socialize with their peers face-to-face. Because of this, socializing in online environments 

is important to them. Using smartphone applications, Korean high school girls are 

creating their own cultural practices as they socialize. However, media repeatedly report 

concerns about adolescents’ excessive use of smartphones, and the public has begun to 

worry about children’s media dependence. In exploring these phenomena, I pose four 

research questions: 1) what do smartphones mean to South Korean high school girls? 2) 

How do South Korean high school girls socialize through mobile messengers, such as 

Kakao Talk, and how are these activities related to their social capital and social 

networks? 3) How do South Korean high school girls socialize through mobile social 

games connected to mobile messengers, and how are these activities related to their social 

capital and social networks? 4) How is Korean high school girls’ attachment to 

smartphones related to smartphone addiction? 
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For this research, I conducted focus group interviews with 23 Korean high school 

girls about their smartphone use. The findings of this research revealed that 1) South 

Korean high school girls established an exceptional attachment to smartphones; 2) 

interviewees were complementing the deficiency of offline socializing by establishing 

alternative online communities through smartphone messengers, and these social 

behaviors were increasing their bonding social capital; 3) Korean high school girls were 

interacting with their strong ties through mobile social games, and the interactions with 

their weak ties were limited and superficial; and 4) Korean high school girls were at risk 

for smartphone addiction in accordance with the existing criteria for media addiction. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In South Korea, a recent surprising social phenomenon was the playing of mobile 

social games via the smartphone messenger application Kakao Talk. The traditional game 

sphere used to cater to the limited population of boys and young male adults. Today, 

however, it seems that everybody plays games with their smartphones. The two most 

popular mobile social games in 2013, Anipang for Kakao and Dragon Flight for KaKao, 

have more than 20 million downloads (KOCCA, 2013). The enormity of this number 

becomes even more salient when one considers that the total population of South Korea is 

approximately 50 million. In addition, six other mobile social games have more than 10 

million downloads (KOCCA, 2013). More than 30 million Koreans have downloaded at 

least one Kakao game (KOCCA, 2013). A majority of Koreans are attracted to Kakao 

Talk’s mobile social games. 

In 2013, South Korea recorded the second highest smartphone penetration rate-

73%-in the world (Richter, 2013). The two most popular genres of smartphone 

applications for Koreans are communication and game applications (KISA, 2013). Along 

with the spread of smartphones, the mobile messenger, Kakao Talk, with approximately 

35 million users in South Korea, and its mobile social game platform Kakao Game are at 

the center of a national fever to play mobile social games (N. Kim, 2013). A mobile 

messenger is an instant messaging service which is optimized for mobile devices. In 

Korea, many mobile messenger services have replaced short message service (SMS) 

since these services are more convenient and even costless in a Wi-Fi zone. In particular, 

Kakao Talk became the most popular mobile messenger in South Korea since it provides 

direct connections with a mobile social network service, Kakao Story, and a mobile 

social game platform, Kakao Game, as well as enabling various communication functions 
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such as instant messaging and group chatting. These services are closely interdependent 

with one another, which creates synergy effects by locking the users within their 

boundaries. 

Thanks to its advanced Internet infrastructure, the Korean game sphere has been 

dominated by PC-based online games. However, it is shifting to mobile games. The shift 

is being propelled by the spread of smartphones and the advent of Kakao Game. As of the 

end of 2012, the number of mobile gamers was double that of PC online gamers (Ryu, 

2013). The characteristics of mobile social games distributed through Kakao Game are 

similar to those of existing mobile casual games. Nevertheless, the fact that they are 

connected to one’s contacts within the mobile messenger, Kakao Talk, delivers huge 

additional value to mobile gamers. Indeed, the gamers become more interested in these 

games since they provide diverse elements that catalyze frequent interactions between the 

gamers and their contacts, which makes the gamers feel as if they synchronously play the 

games with their contacts. 

Leading this trend are Korean high school students, those early adopters of new 

communication technologies and cultural practices. It is natural that high school boys 

play mobile social games; after all, they were the dominant group in the early Korean 

game sphere. However, high school girls’ active participation in mobile games is 

somewhat surprising; indeed, in the earlier game sphere they were one of the 

marginalized groups. To understand the contextual backgrounds, one has to look at 

Korean high school students’ everyday lives.  

According to Statistics Korea, eight out of ten Korean youths attend afterschool 

academic programs and after their official school schedules, seven out of ten attend 

private institutions. For most high school students, their daily routine usually starts 

around six in the morning and ends at midnight or later. Over two-thirds (67%) of Korean 
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students feel under stress about their school records. Of those who have felt suicidal 

impulses, more than half point to the cause as being school-related pressure. Life for a 

Korean high school student is very demanding, both physically and mentally. Forty-five 

percent of Korean students referred to lack of time as their main complaint (Statistics 

Korea, 2012). 

Due to their arduous schedules, Korean high school students have little time to 

socialize with their peers. Furthermore, high school girls, regarded as one of the most 

vulnerable and unsafe groups in Korea since the older generation thinks that they are too 

sensitive and exposed to various kinds of potential crimes including sexual assault, are 

often prohibited by parents from getting together with their friends. Korean high school 

girls are thus gradually socializing in online environments. They are more and more often 

relying on smartphones to do this because a smartphone is the only device they can use 

any time (H. Kim, 2013). Korean high school boys could at least socialize online with 

each other by playing PC online games (MOGEF, 2012). Such an avenue was untenable 

for high school girls for a couple of reasons: 1) they felt little attraction to PC online 

gaming, and 2) their activities could be easily monitored by their parents. Smartphones, 

however, were much more liberating. They stay with the girls all the time, providing 

seamless access to online communities through smartphone messengers such as Kakao 

Talk. Smartphones also enable girls to play mobile social games with their friends. Using 

smartphone applications, Korean high school girls are creating their own cultural 

practices as they socialize. 

Meanwhile, as media repeatedly report the concerns about adolescents’ excessive 

use of smartphones, the public also began to worry about the children’s media 

dependence. However, while these concerns are growing continuously, diagnostic criteria 

for smartphone addiction are not clearly established yet. In countries like South Korea 
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where its smartphone penetration rate is relatively higher than average countries, these 

social phenomena have already become a serious social issue. 

How then do Korean high school girls use smartphones, socialize through mobile 

messengers and mobile social games? And how much do they depend on smartphones? 

What are the benefits or the harms of their smartphone use? To explore Korean high 

school girls’ smartphone use, I use the concepts of social capital and social networks, 

particularly weak and strong ties, and also behavioral addiction, especially media 

addiction. In exploring these phenomena, I pose four research questions. 

1) What do smartphones mean to South Korean high school girls? 

2) How do South Korean high school girls socialize through mobile messengers, 

such as Kakao Talk, and how are these activities related to their social capital and social 

networks? 

3) How do South Korean high school girls socialize through mobile social games 

connected to mobile messengers, and how are these activities related to their social 

capital and social networks? 

4) How is Korean high school girls’ attachment to smartphones related to 

smartphone addiction? 

To answer these research questions, I review the existing studies about the effects 

of communication technologies on social capital and social networks, teenagers’ social 

capital and social networks, and also the earlier studies on media addiction: the causes, 

the consequences, and the diagnostic criteria. For the current study, I conducted focus 

group interviews with 23 Korean high school girls about their smartphone use, and then, I 

analyzed interview data to provide a clearer understanding of Korean high school girls’ 

diverse online socializing behaviors. 
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This study is significant since it explores how the devices and the individual 

functions or applications are related to one’s social capital and social networks 

respectively, and as a whole in a specific cultural context as well. Though many existing 

studies explore the influences of specific devices or functions respectively, there are not 

enough studies exploring how various functions of a device, such as smartphone gaming 

or mobile messaging, are interconnected with one another and affect one’s social capital 

or social networks as a whole. Moreover, though there are many studies on the 

pathological use of various media such as the Internet or video games, there are not 

enough studies on the excessive use of the newest digital devices such as smartphones. 

Since smartphones have become the most precious device among adolescents, it will be 

valuable to explore their diverse behaviors with smartphones to know if they really exert 

negative influences on the users. 

This thesis is made up of five chapters; the introduction, literature review, 

methodology, results, and discussion. The first chapter, the Introduction, introduces the 

background of this study, research questions, and the significance of this research. The 

second chapter, the Literature Review, reviews 1) social capital, social networks, and 

communication technology, 2) the effects of mobile phones, communication services, and 

games, 3) teenagers, technology, and social capital, 4) addiction to the Internet, video 

games and smartphones, and 5) findings from the existing studies. The third chapter, 

Methodology, provides the overall description of my research approach; methods, 

samples, and procedures. The fourth chapter, Results, addresses 1) smartphones and 

Korean high school girls, 2) mobile messengers and Korean high school girls’ strong ties, 

3) mobile social games and Korean high school girls’ weak ties, and 4) excessive use and 

addiction. The last chapter, the Discussion, explores the findings of this research and their 

implications, and also addresses the limitations of this research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

SOCIAL CAPITAL, SOCIAL NETWORKS, AND COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY  

Numerous studies have investigated how communication technologies affect 

social capital (Chen, 2013; Putnam, 1995; Wellman, Haase, Witte, & Hampton, 2001), 

producing diverse results affected by different elements: the research subjects’ 

demographic characteristics, types of technologies, or types of networks, for example. 

Before reviewing these studies, we need to look at how existing studies define the 

concept of social capital. Indeed, many scholars have established their own definitions 

about it.  

Bourdieu (1985) defined social capital as “the aggregate of the actual or potential 

resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less 

institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (p. 248). Coleman 

(1988) defined it as “a variety of entities with two elements in common: They all consist 

of some aspect of social structures, and they facilitate certain action of actors whether 

persons or corporate actors within the structure” (p. 98). Putnam (1995) referred to social 

capital as “features of social organization such as networks, norms, and social trust that 

facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit” (p. 67). 

Baker (1990) defined social capital as “a resource that actors derive from specific 

social structures and then use to pursue their interests” and Burt (2009) as “friends, 

colleagues, and more general contacts through whom you receive opportunities to use 

your financial and human capital” (p. 619; p. 9). While some scholars argue that social 

capital is a cause, others insist that it is an effect. Still others regard it as a process 

(Williams, 2006a). Though it seems that scholars are using the concept of social capital in 
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many different ways, Portes (1998) argued that “the consensus is growing in the literature 

that social capital stands for the ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of 

membership in social networks or other social structures” (p. 6). 

As many scholars have tried to establish their own definitions of social capital, 

they have also paid a great deal of attention to the elements that affect the fluctuation of 

social capital. One of the most compelling research topics in particular has always been 

the influence of communication technologies on social capital. The kinds of arguments 

basically come down to three: 1) a negative relation existing between communication 

technologies and social capital, 2) a positive relation between them, and 3) a 

complementary relation between the two, which argues that communication technologies 

do not increase or decrease social capital, but support it. 

Many scholars cast doubt on the role of communication technology, asserting that 

it decreases social capital by reducing the time and the portion of offline communication 

(Kraut et al., 1998; Putnam, 2001; Turkle, 2012). Kraut et al. (1998) argued that Internet 

users spent less time with their family and offline friends as they maintained online 

relationships. Putnam (2001) claimed that a primary factor for the decline of social 

capital could be mass media (e.g., television). He explained that national social 

connectedness declined as Americans watched more television (Putnam, 2001). Turkle 

(2012) cited the negative influence on individual feelings; despite being connected to one 

another through social network sites and mobile phones, people feel lonelier. She also 

argued that technology makes people depend on it instead of on one another (Turkle, 

2012). Nie et al. (2008) maintained that Internet use had negative influence on time spent 

with friends, family, and colleagues.  

On the other hand, there are many studies claiming that communication 

technologies increase or reinforce social capital (Boase, Horrigan, Wellman, & Rainie, 
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2006; Hampton, Sessions, & Her, 2011; Kraut et al., 2002). These studies are usually 

based on the effects of Internet-based activities. Hampton et al. (2011) insisted that 

computer-mediated interactions bring positive effects to the social capital of a 

community. They also argued that Facebook users have more offline friends and 

supportive groups (Hampton, Goulet, Rainie, & Purcell, 2011). Boase et al. (2006) 

revealed that frequent email exchanges are positively related to the number of one’s 

friends and cohorts. Kraut et al. (2002) had at one point claimed negative effects of using 

the Internet but later conceded that using the Internet was related to an increase in 

community involvement. 

Meanwhile, some studies argue that communication technologies, rather than 

increase or decrease social capital, compensate for the absence of it (Ellison, Steinfield, 

& Lampe, 2007; Wellman, Boase, & Chen, 2002). For example, Wellman et al. (2001) 

asserted that online communication supports face-to-face communication. They also 

maintained that using the Internet complements network capital and existing human 

communication. Goby (2006) insisted that more introverts agreed with the idea that 

online communication provides great freedom of expression than extroverts. Stritzke et 

al. (2004) claimed that shy people experienced lower level of shyness and higher level of 

interpersonal competence when initiating relationships online. Social network sites such 

as Facebook have also been proven to support existing communication or offline 

relationships (Ellison et al., 2007). How a scholar views the influence of communication 

technologies usually depends on whether or not she regards the technology-mediated 

activities as valuable social activities. 

However, there are more things to consider than the effects of a specific 

technology. First of all, when conducting research on the relationships between 

communication technology and social capital, researchers have usually limited their 
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attention to a specific device such as television or a vague activity such as “using the 

Internet.” Many researchers ignore the fact that the characteristics of communication 

technologies are in continual flux, suggesting that the effects from each technology could 

be totally different. Williams (2006a) pointed out this issue by arguing that the passivity 

of traditional media cannot be directly applied to the cases of recent interactive media. 

Kestnbaum et al. (2002) also indicated the functional difference between television and 

the Internet by pointing out that Internet users can communicate with others through the 

Internet, while television viewers cannot do the same through television. Even in this 

case, however, the results might change with the advent of smart television. 

Also, many different activities can affect social capital in different ways. While 

using social network sites and using search engines belong to the category of “using the 

Internet”, both activities cause totally different results in one’s social capital. Zhao (2006) 

argued that social users of the Internet, such as chat room users, had more social ties than 

non-users, while non-social users of the Internet had no significant difference from non-

users in terms of the size of their personal networks. On the contrary, Weiser (2001) 

claimed that Internet use motivated by utilitarian or practical purpose increased social 

integration, while Internet use for social purposes reduced it. Meanwhile, Lee (2007) 

found that specific online activities could be related to diverse types of social ties 

differently; for instance, computer use time for communication displaced time spent with 

parents, while it was positively associated with cohesive friendships. On the other hand, 

she claimed that computer use for school work displaced time spent with friends, while it 

was positively related to cohesive relationships with parents (S.-J. Lee, 2007). 

Consequently, researchers may have to regard communication technologies as a 

process, and pay more attention to the changing characteristics and influences of specific 

technologies. For this reason, more research about digital devices such as smartphones 
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and tablets is necessary. These devices have many distinct characteristics, such as 

seamless connectivity and ubiquitous portability, which may affect one’s social capital 

differently. These devices are vital, considering that they have almost every function of 

other such media devices as TVs, PCs, telephones, MP3s, and even gaming devices. 

Some scholars have already conducted research on the effects of mobile phones 

(Sooryamoorthy, Miller, & Shrum, 2008) and more scholars are turning their attention to 

smartphones, but those studies are still somewhat scarce. 

Secondly, if researchers focus on social networks as a whole when investigating 

the fluctuation of social capital, they can overlook important details. For example, a 

specific technology can influence positively one’s homogeneous network or close 

relationships, and yet at the same time negatively influence one’s heterogeneous network 

or distant relationships. For this reason, researchers have tried to categorize social 

relationships and the types of social capital within each relationship. Carefully 

conceptualizing these fundamental ideas should help clarify the effects of communication 

technologies on different relationships. 

Granovetter (1983) divided social networks into strong ties and weak ties. Strong 

ties are located at the core of a network, related to emotional bonds and trust, requiring 

more time and energy to maintain. Weak ties lie along the periphery, are more 

heterogeneous, and require less intensive maintenance. Other scholars have added their 

ideas about the characteristics of both ties, based on the concepts of Granovetter 

(Erickson, 1996; Hurlbert, Beggs, & Haines, 2001; Uzzi, 1996). Hurlbert et al. (2001) 

argued that strong ties provide emotional, instrumental, and financial support. Uzzi 

(1996) claimed that refined information and valuable resources could be exchanged 

between close people due to the trust and the obligation of strong ties. Meanwhile, 
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Erickson (1996) insisted that diverse contacts lead people to fresh information, allowing 

them to develop cognitive flexibility and cultural capital. 

Putnam (2001) conceptualized the types of social capital that are generated by the 

two sorts of network ties. He argues that homogeneous networks create bonding social 

capital, which implies strong ties. A value more often created by heterogeneous people, 

which means weak ties, is bridging social capital (Putnam, 2001). Bonding social capital 

is based on exclusive networks that provide emotional or substantive supports; bridging 

social capital is related to inclusive networks that provide new information and resources 

(Putnam, 2001).  

Studies about the relationships between communication technologies and strong 

ties are somewhat inconclusive, yielding three types of hypotheses: reinforcement, 

displacement, and no impact (Chen, 2013). First, scholars supporting the reinforcement 

hypothesis insist that communication technologies influence strong ties positively and 

therefore increase bonding social capital (Boase, Horrigan, Wellman, & Rainie, 2006; 

Boase, 2008; Brooks, Welser, Hogan, & Titsworth, 2011; Ellison et al., 2007; J. J. Jones 

et al., 2013). Second, according to the displacement hypothesis, technology-mediated 

communication reduces time for existing offline communication, and therefore decreases 

the bonding social capital (Itō, Okabe, & Matsuda, 2006; S. Jones, Johnson-Yale, 

Millermaier, & Pérez, 2009; Olds & Schwartz, 2009; Turkle, 2012). Third, the no-impact 

hypothesis maintains that communication technologies are not directly related to the 

fluctuation of strong ties and bonding social capital (Bargh & McKenna, 2004; Kennedy, 

Smith, Wells, & Wellman, 2008). These three kinds of hypotheses seem to cover most of 

the existing literature, but it would be more balanced if added to this was the 

compensation hypothesis, which is the idea that online relationships enabled by 
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communication technologies complement the absence of offline relationships with strong 

ties. 

Most of the existing studies about weak ties claim that communication 

technologies positively influence weak ties and therefore increase bridging social capital 

(Constant, Sproull, & Kiesler, 1996; Donath & Boyd, 2004; Ellison et al., 2007; 

Steinfield, DiMicco, Ellison, & Lampe, 2009). Many scholars have argued in particular 

that using social network sites is positively related to the manageability of weak ties and 

an increase of bridging capital (Donath & Boyd, 2004; Ellison et al., 2007; Steinfield et 

al., 2009). 

On the other hand, there are also a small number of studies asserting that 

communication technologies negatively influence weak ties (Dunbar, 2003; Gergen, 

2008; Roberts, Dunbar, Pollet, & Kuppens, 2009). Scholars who support this hypothesis 

argue that communication technologies make people more focused on their strong ties 

and pay little attention to their weak ties (Gergen, 2008; Haythornthwaite, 2002). In 

short, while there is disagreement about the effects of communication technologies on 

strong ties, arguments about the influence of weak ties lean to one side. 

 

THE EFFECTS OF MOBILE PHONES, COMMUNICATION SERVICES, AND GAMES 

Many scholars are conducting studies about the effects of mobile phones on one’s 

social capital and social networks. Rettie (2008) has argued that mobile phones support 

users to develop or maintain network ties by increasing access to networks. Other 

scholars have insisted that using mobile phones strengthens social bonds (Geser, 2006; 

Ling, 2004; Pertierra, 2005). Ling (2004) also maintained that mobile phones nurture 

social capital. However, the existing studies on mobile phones tend to focus on strong 
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ties. Scholars claimed that people usually communicate with their close friends or family 

members through mobile phones (de Gournay, 2002; Matsuda, 2006; Reid & Reid, 

2005). Many studies have also argued that communicating via mobile phones enhances 

strong ties at the cost of weak ties (Gergen, 2002; Katz, 2006; Ling, 2004; Rivière & 

Licoppe, 2005). 

The existing studies have focused on the limited functions of mobile phones- 

calling and texting- that enable only one-to-one communications. Many scholars explored 

the effects of mobile phone calling and texting on one’s social networks; for example, 

Igarashi et al. (2005) have revealed that relations supported by mobile phone calls and 

text messages are more intimate than relations maintained only by face-to-face 

communication. Licoppe (2004) argued that the connectedness enabled by text messages 

and mobile phone calls develop into ‘connected presence’ in close relationships. Park et 

al. (2013) insisted that the intensity of smartphone usage was positively associated with 

some elements of social capital such as trust, political participation and network 

resources. 

However, recent mobile devices, including smartphones and tablets, enable 

diverse practices in addition to phone calls and text messages. People send email, upload 

postings on social network sites, or play mobile games with their smartphones. Though 

diverse social and cultural practices with mobile phones were explored in a limited 

number of studies (Itō et al., 2006), these kinds of studies are still insufficient. For this 

reason, more studies have to be conducted to thoroughly understand the influences of 

recent mobile phones on one’s social capital and social networks. Scholars have to 

investigate not only the effects of each distinct function respectively but also the overall 

effects of mobile phones.  



 14 

Many scholars have paid great attention to the relationship between social 

networking services and the users’ social capital or social networks. These studies 

generally insist that SNSs are positively related to one’s social capital; in particular, it is 

said that one’s weak ties and bridging social capital are closely associated with the use of 

SNSs. Valenzuela et al. (2009) claimed that the intensity of Facebook use was positively 

related to life satisfaction, social trust, civic engagement, and political participation. 

Pasek et al. (2009) argued that the intensity of SNS use was closely associated with both 

bonding and bridging social capital. Ellison et al. (2007) insisted that Facebook use was 

positively related to three kinds of social capital (i.e., bonding, bridging, and maintained 

social capital), and especially to bridging social capital. 

Scholars also have conducted studies on the relationship between other kinds of 

communication services, such as chat rooms or messaging services, and one’s social 

capital or social networks. Price and Cappella (2002) found that online discussions 

increased political engagement and general community participation. Spears et al. (2002) 

argued that computer-mediated communication strengthens social bonds, and Best and 

Krueger (2006) found that the level of online interactions via chat rooms was positively 

related to the indicators of social capital, such as generalized trust. As for the instant 

messaging, Dahui (2005) argued that instant messaging is a useful tool for gathering 

online with one’s friends, family members, and others. Hampton (2011) insisted that 

instant messaging had a modest relationship with civic and civil behaviors. Though the 

studies on chat rooms usually focused on the Internet-initiated relationships, and the 

studies on instant messaging focused more on one’s strong ties, such as friends or family, 

both types commonly argue that these communication services are positively related to 

one’s social capital. 
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Meanwhile, there are not enough studies on the relationship between video 

gaming and one’s social capital or social networks. However, as Williams (2006b) argued 

that video gaming can be a space where the practices of young people can be analyzed, 

more studies are needed to be conducted in order to understand the ever-changing social 

activities of young people. Some scholars have found that specific types or elements of 

video games are related to one’s social capital and social networks. Skoric and Kwan 

(2011) insisted that though the frequency of gaming is not associated with social capital, 

massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs) are related to bonding social capital, 

while civic gaming experiences in MMOGs is associated with bridging social capital. 

Steinkuehler and Williams (2006) claimed that the massively multiplayer online gaming 

environment has the potential of stimulating the building of bridging social capital by 

making gamers play games together, while these games do not increase bonding social 

capital. Huvila et al. (2010) maintained that an online gaming environment of Second 

Life fosters the emergence of social capital, but this online social capital is not associated 

with real world social capital. On the other hand, Kobayashi (2010) found that online 

gaming communities enhance bridging social capital within the online gaming settings 

and offline settings as well. Trepte et al. (2012) also insisted that specific conditions in 

online games, such as social proximity and familiarity, foster bonding and bridging social 

capital in both online and offline environments. However, many of these studies focus on 

PC online games, especially MMOGs, while studies on mobile games or social games are 

few. Since the number of mobile gamers is increasing dramatically, there is a great 

potential of these games to affect the gamers’ social capital or social networks. Thus, 

scholars have to pay more attention to the relationship between mobile games and social 

capital or social networks. 
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The current research takes on traditional research questions about the influence of 

communication technologies on social capital. It builds on the existing studies by 

thoroughly investigating one of the newest technology forms, the smartphone, which has 

yet to be exhaustively examined, and looks closely at the detailed functions such as 

mobile messengers or mobile social games, and its effects on both strong ties and weak 

ties. Doing so should provide clearer guidance than has been provided by the 

inconclusive studies about strong ties. It should also offer a differentiated opinion on the 

lopsided amount of literature on weak ties. 

 

TEENAGERS, TECHNOLOGY, AND SOCIAL CAPITAL 

Many scholars found that adolescents’ social capital results in diverse kinds of 

positive effects. Coleman (1988) argued that social capital within the family and also 

outside the family raises the possibility of adolescents’ high school completion. After 

longitudinal studies, Furstenberg and Hughes (1995) claimed that social capital in 

childhood was positively related to the socioeconomic success in adulthood. Thus, 

scholars have tried to find the elements that affect social capital or social networks of 

children and adolescents, and a number of studies have revealed the close relationship 

between communication technologies and social capital. 

Some scholars are concerned about negative effects of various types of media on 

children’s social capital and social networks. Gross et al. (2002) suggested that the 

closeness among the instant messaging partners is positively related to adolescents’ daily 

social anxiety and loneliness in school. Vandewater et al. (2006) argued that children’s 

time spent watching television is negatively associated with time spent with family doing 

other activities and time spent doing homework. Mesch (2003) also suggested that 
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frequency of adolescents’ Internet use is negatively related to time spent with family and 

positively to family conflicts. Meanwhile, Goby (2006) insisted that introspective 

adolescents are more likely to depend on online communication to interact with friends 

than extroverts. 

On the other hand, many scholars have paid attention to the positive effects of 

communication technologies on children’s social capital and social networks. Mesch 

(2006), who once suggested that adolescents’ general use of the Internet is negatively 

related to the closeness with parents, argued that adolescents’ Internet use for the purpose 

of learning is positively associated with perception of the quality of family relationships. 

Many scholars referred to the positive effects of instant messaging on adolescents’ social 

capital and social networks. Lenhart et al. (2005) found that the intensity and duration of 

instant messaging is positively associated with the size of adolescents’ contact list. 

Bryant et al. (2006) insisted that adolescents with more peer relationships are more likely 

to use instant messaging or text messaging. Valkenburg et al. (2007) claimed that 

adolescents’ online chatting is positively related to the closeness of friendships, while 

negatively related to social anxiety.  

Scholars also have conducted studies on the relationships between video games-

especially, online games-and adolescents’ social capital or social networks. Orleans and 

Laney (2000) suggested that computer gaming promotes sociality when computers are 

networked or when adolescents use computer gaming as a topic of talk. Suoninen (2013) 

insisted that children create networks relying on mutual interest and exchange knowledge 

about gaming and game software as well. Recently, playing games with digital devices, 

such as smartphones or tablets, has become one of the most prevalent leisure activities 

among children and adolescents. Moreover, while traditional video gaming was generally 

an activity for boys, now the number of girl gamers is increasing dramatically due to the 
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spread of smartphones. However, the existing studies on the relationships between 

children’s gaming and social capital or social networks have focused on boys’ online 

gaming behaviors. Thus, more studies on girls’ gaming via smartphones or tablets should 

be conducted thoroughly to understand children’s cultural practices. 

Though a number of existing studies have paid attention to the effects of 

children’s mobile phone use on their social capital and social networks, they have 

explored limited activities, such as phone calls, texting, or using mobile Internet. 

However, children now do numerous activities with their smartphones; they take pictures 

and upload them on the social network sites, communicate through mobile messengers, 

listen to music, watch movies, and play games via their smartphones. For this reason, 

scholars have to investigate children’s diverse activities with smartphones, and the effects 

of these practices on their social capital and social networks. 

 

ADDICTION TO THE INTERNET, VIDEO GAMES, AND SMARTPHONES 

Many scholars have conducted various studies on addiction. Moreover, the 

diffusion of new media such as the Internet and smartphones led to more scholarly 

interests on media addictions. Scholars use the term ‘addiction’ to define problematic 

behaviors including gambling (Griffiths, 1990), video gaming (Keepers, 1990), exercise 

(Morgan, 1979), and eating (Lesieur & Blume, 1993). Though the term ‘addiction’ was 

originally used to explain substance dependence or chemical addictions to harmful 

substances such as alcohol, nicotine, or other kinds of drugs, scholars now use this term 

in defining various behaviors such as gambling, playing video games, using the Internet, 

or using mobile phones (J. H. Kim, 2006).  
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The origin of research on behavioral addictions was studies on gambling. Scholars 

tried to establish the diagnostic criteria for pathological gambling by modifying the 

criteria for substance addictions. American Psychiatric Association (APA) established 

Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders, 4th edition (DSM-IV) to provide 

criteria for pathological gambling (American Psychiatric Association, 2000). These 

criteria include ten items; 1) is preoccupied with gambling (e.g., preoccupation with 

reliving past gambling experiences, handicapping or planning the next venture, or 

thinking of ways to get money with which to gamble, 2) needs to gamble with increasing 

amounts of money in order to achieve the desired excitement, 3) has repeated 

unsuccessful efforts to control, cut back, or stop gambling, 4) is restless or irritable when 

attempting to cut down or stop gambling, 5) gambles as a way of escaping from problems 

or of relieving a dysphoric mood (e.g., feelings of helplessness, guilt, anxiety, 

depression), 6) after losing money gambling, often returns another day to get even 

(“chasing” one’s losses), 7) lies to family members, therapist, or others to conceal the 

extent of involvement with gambling, 8) has committed illegal acts such as forgery, 

fraud, theft, or embezzlement to finance gambling, 9) has jeopardized or lost a significant 

relationship, job, or educational or career opportunity because of gambling, and 10) relies 

on others to provide money to relieve a desperate financial situation caused by gambling. 

APA suggests that one might be diagnosed as a pathological gambler if his or her 

behaviors fulfil five or more items of the criteria. According to Griffiths (2000), 

behavioral addictions share six core components including salience, mood modification, 

tolerance, withdrawal, conflict, and relapse. Meanwhile, APA released Diagnostic and 

statistical manual of mental disorders, 5th edition (DSM-V) in 2013 to create a new 

category of “behavioral addictions” and placed pathological gambling under this 

category. However, Internet addiction was deferred due to the insufficient research data. 
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However, they referred to the necessity of additional studies on Internet addiction in the 

appendix. 

Scholars have defined media addiction in their own terms. The definitions include 

“impulse control disorder” (Young, 1998a, 1998b), “technological addiction” (Griffiths, 

2000a), “problematic media use” (Caplan, 2002), “media dependence” (Yuen & Lavin, 

2004), and “unregulated media use” (LaRose, Lin, & Eastin, 2003). Though scholars also 

explored addictions to old media such as television (Kubey & Czikszentmihalyi, 2002; 

McIlwraith, 1998; Mcilwraith, Jacobvitz, Kubey, & Alexander, 1991), more people are 

paying attention to new media such as the Internet or mobile phones since media 

dependence seems much more pervasive in the use of new media. 

Among studies on media addiction, Internet addiction is one of the most popular 

areas of research since it is already regarded as a serious social problem in many 

societies. Especially, studies on Internet addiction in Asian countries have been 

conducted frequently since the Internet infrastructure of the Northeast Asian countries 

has been widely constructed earlier than other countries. For example, Chou and Hsiao 

(2000a) revealed 5.9% of Taiwanese college students were Internet addicts, while Lin 

and Tsi (2002) argued 11.7% of Taiwanese high school students were addicted to the 

Internet. A study on South Korean high school students revealed that 1.6% was 

diagnosed as Internet addicts, while 38.0% was in possible Internet addict group (K. Kim 

et al., 2006). Meanwhile, western countries also began to pay attention to these social 

phenomena. A survey in Germany suggested that 1 – 4.2% of German population was 

addicted to the Internet (Rehbein, Moessle, Arnaud, & Rumpf, 2013). However, in some 

societies, it is not easy to investigate the actual state of Internet addiction for many 

reasons. For example, it is more difficult in the United States to conduct surveys or 

experiments on Internet addiction than Asian countries since Americans usually use the 
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Internet at private spaces, while many Asians use public spaces such as the Internet café 

for Internet use (Block, 2007). In the meantime, the existing measurements are not 

reliable or comparable with one another since the criteria for Internet addiction did not 

reach an agreement yet. 

Many of the criteria for Internet addiction are modified from the APA’s criteria 

for gambling, DSM-IV. In order to create her own criteria for Internet addiction, Young 

(1997, 1998a) established eight questions by modifying the DSM-IV pathological 

gambling criteria. Her questionnaire includes “1) Is preoccupied with the Internet (think 

about previous online activity or anticipate next online session), 2) Needs to use the 

Internet with increased amounts of time in order to achieve satisfaction, 3) Has made 

unsuccessful efforts to control, cut back, or stop Internet use, 4) Is restless, moody, 

depressed, or irritable when attempting to cut down or stop Internet use, 5) Has stayed 

online longer than originally intended, 6) Has jeopardized or risked the loss of a 

significant relationship, job, educational or career opportunity because of the Internet, 7) 

Has lied to family members, therapist, or others to conceal the extent of involvement with 

the Internet, or 8) Uses the Internet as a way of escaping from problems or of relieving a 

dysphoric mood (e.g., feelings of helplessness, guilt, anxiety, depression) (Young, 1997, 

1998a).” According to her criteria, one can be diagnosed as addicted if he or she fits five 

or more questions.  

Based on Brown’s (1991, 1997) criteria for behavioral addiction: salience, 

euphoria, tolerance, withdrawal symptoms, conflict, and relapse and reinstatement, 

Griffiths (1998) established the criteria for Internet addiction: salience, mood 

modification, tolerance, withdrawal symptoms, conflict, and relapse. Meanwhile, Beard 

and Wolf (2001) modified Young’s questions to create five core questions that should be 

met to be diagnosed as addictive: 1) Is preoccupied with the Internet (think about 
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previous online activity or anticipate next online session), 2) Needs to use the Internet 

with increased amounts of time in order to achieve satisfaction, 3) Has made unsuccessful 

efforts to control, cut back, or stop Internet use, 4) Is restless, moody, depressed, or 

irritable when attempting to cut down or stop Internet use, and 5) Has stayed online 

longer than originally intended. Then, they added three supplementary questions that a 

participant has to meet one or more: 1) Has jeopardized or risked the loss of a significant 

relationship, job, educational or career opportunity because of the Internet, 2) Has lied to 

family members, therapist, or others to conceal the extent of involvement with the 

Internet, and 3) Uses the Internet as a way of escaping from problems or of relieving a 

dysphoric mood (e.g., feelings of helplessness, guilt, anxiety, depression). Meanwhile, 

Ko et al. (2009) created the criteria for college students, Diagnostic Criteria for Internet 

Addiction for College Students (DCIA-C), whose components include preoccupation, 

uncontrolled impulse, using more than intended, tolerance, withdrawal, impairment of 

control, excessive time and effort devoted to the Internet, impaired decision-making, and 

impaired function. They suggest that one might be internet-addictive if he or she meets 

six or more components.  

Many studies explored the relations between Internet addiction and various 

causes. Some scholars argued that the interactive characteristics of Internet applications 

are related to Internet addiction. Young (1998b) insisted that Internet dependents tend to 

use more two way communication applications such as chat rooms, MUDs, or e-mail. 

Griffiths (1997) also claimed that chat rooms or fantasy games are more addictive than 

other applications since they allow virtual interactions to the users. Kandell’s (1998) 

study revealed that interactive applications such as MUD games, Internet relay chat 

(IRC), and chat rooms lead users to addiction. Chou (1999) also found that the Internet 

addicts’ group used significantly more interactive applications such as BBS sites or IRC. 
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Meanwhile, other scholars tried to find individual traits that lead the users to Internet 

addiction. According to some scholars, shyness and depression are positively related to 

Internet addiction, while locus of control, and self-regulation are negatively related to it 

(Chak & Leung, 2004; LaRose et al., 2003). 

In the meantime, other scholars argued that the dissatisfaction or difficulties in 

reality or in relationships lead Internet users to be addictive. Young (2004) insisted that 

Internet addicts tend to use the Internet in order to find a psychological escape to cope 

with life’s problems. Chou and Hsiao’s (2000a) research also revealed that the Internet 

addicts group was satisfied with using the Internet since it enabled them to escape from 

the responsibilities in the real world. Meanwhile, Whang et al. (2003) suggested that 

Internet addicts group use the Internet to form new online relationships since they usually 

have hard time in offline relationships. Bianchi and Philips (2005) also mentioned that 

the stress caused by interpersonal relations makes people depend on digital media such as 

the Internet or mobile phones.  

Meanwhile, scholars also conducted many studies exploring the negative results 

caused by Internet addiction. These negative effects can be classified into failures in four 

areas: 1) routine management, 2) health care, 3) academic or work performance, and 4) 

interpersonal relations. Many scholars stated that Internet addiction causes failures in 

time management, sleep disorder, or feeding disturbance (Chou & Hsiao, 2000a; Kandell, 

1998; Young, 2004). Others also argued that Internet addiction causes health problems 

including physical symptoms such as carpal tunnel syndrome, dry eyes, headaches, or 

back aches, and also psychological symptoms such as inability to stop the activity, 

craving more time at the computer, or feeling depressed or irritable when not using the 

computer (Griffiths & Meredith, 2009; Kandell, 1998; Ko, Yen, Chen, Chen, & Yen, 

2005; Young, 2004). In addition, problems with school or job are frequently mentioned 
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as negative consequences of Internet addiction (Case & Young, 2002; Chou & Hsiao, 

2000b; Ko et al., 2005; Young, 1998c, 2004). Conflicts in offline relationships are also 

regarded as one of the most problematic consequences that might be caused by Internet 

addiction (Kandell, 1998; Whang et al., 2003; Young, 1998a, 1998c).  

Though there are plenty of studies on the criteria or cause and effect of Internet 

addiction, scholars have not reached a clear agreement on them. Moreover, there are not 

enough studies on some areas such as the treatment for Internet addiction yet. As media 

increasingly report potential harms of the excessive Internet use and people feel anxious 

about Internet addiction, more academic research to understand or prove these social 

phenomena is needed. 

In the meantime, the studies on video game addiction have been conducted 

briskly around Northeast Asian countries including China, South Korea, and Taiwan 

since online game addiction is considered a serious public health concern in those 

countries (Chuang, 2006; Young, 2009). Griffiths (2005b) described video gaming as a 

non-financing form of gambling since these two share many similarities. However, there 

is no clear agreement on the definition of video game addiction among scholars yet (van 

Rooij, Schoenmakers, Vermulst, van den Eijnden, & van de Mheen, 2011).  

Many scholars documented the prevalence of video game addiction in many 

different countries. Grüsser et al. (2007) insisted that 11.9% of gamers were addictive. 

While 0.9-1.7% of German adolescents were reported to be addicted to computer games 

(Rehbein et al., 2013), the rate for Dutch adolescent addicts was about 1.5% (van Rooij et 

al., 2011). However, the figures of each study are revealed to be significantly different 

due to the different criteria. For example, after surveying 1,332 South Korean students, 

Seok and DaCosta (2012) revealed that the rate of Internet addicts ranged from 1.7% to 

25.5%. Hussain et al. (2012) also discovered similar results. After surveying 1,420 
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MMORPG gamers, they found a significant gap ranging from 3.6% of addicts to 44.5%. 

These differences occur due to the failure to establish agreed-upon criteria for video 

game addiction.  

Most of the criteria for video game addiction are modeled on those of gambling 

and Internet addiction. By modifying Brown’s (1997) criteria for behavioral addiction, 

Charlton and Danforth (2007) classified seven addictive components into four core 

criteria (conflict, withdrawal symptoms, relapse and reinstatement, and behavioral 

salience) and three peripheral criteria (cognitive salience, tolerance, and euphoria). 

Young (2009) suggested eight warning signs of online gaming addiction that include 1) 

preoccupation with gaming, 2) lying or hiding gaming use, 3) loss of interest in other 

activities, 4) social withdrawal, 5) defensiveness and anger, 6) psychological withdrawal, 

7) using gaming as an escape, and 8) continued use despite its consequences. Some 

scholars argued that examining brain activities might provide clues about the diagnosis of 

gaming addiction (Han, Hwang, & Renshaw, 2010; Ko et al., 2009). In the meantime, 

Griffiths (2010a) argued that excessive gaming itself might not prove one’s addiction, 

and it should be diagnosed based on the context and the consequences.  

Many scholars have tried to reveal various elements that might cause gaming 

addiction. Some tried to find the causes of gaming addiction in the video games or video 

gaming itself. Griffiths (2008) and Gentile et al. (2011) argued that excessive gaming 

itself leads gamers to addiction. Meanwhile, many scholars insisted that online games- 

especially, massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs)- with 

interactive gaming environments cause gaming addiction (Chappell, Eatough, Davies, & 

Griffiths, 2006; Gruesser et al., 2007; Hussain & Griffiths, 2009; Kelly, 2004; M.-S. Lee 

et al., 2007; Ng & Wiemer-Hastings, 2005; Yee, 2006). Others found the cause of the 

addiction in the individuals’ psychological status. These individual characteristics include 
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aggression, low self-control, low self-esteem, loneliness, and depression (E. J. Kim, 

Namkoong, Ku, & Kim, 2008; Ko, Yen, Chen, Chen, & Yen, 2005; O. Lee & Shin, 2004; 

Lemmens, Valkenburg, & Peter, 2011; Mehroof & Griffiths, 2010; Oh, 2003; Schmit, 

Chauchard, Chabrol, & Sejourne, 2011). Still others argued that problematic and stressful 

reality is associated with gaming addiction (Allison, von Wahlde, Shockley, & Gabbard, 

2006; Grüsser, Thalemann, Albrecht, & Thalemann, 2005; Wood, Griffiths, & Parke, 

2007; Xu, Turel, & Yuan, 2012; Yen, Yen, Chen, Chen, & Ko, 2007). They argued that 

stress or dissatisfaction in real world and problems in offline relationships make people 

have the desire for escape, which leads them to video game addiction. 

Scholars also tried to reveal the consequences of gaming addiction. Some scholars 

claimed that excessive gaming causes gamers to deteriorate the quality of everyday life. 

These negative effects include sleep disturbance, eating disorders, and neglecting daily 

activities such as exercise or hobbies (Allison et al., 2006; Young, 2009). Scholars also 

regarded the aggravation in offline relations as one of the salient results (Allison et al., 

2006; Chappell et al., 2006; Gruesser et al., 2007; Young, 2009). There are also studies 

pointing out the declines in academic performance as a result from video game addiction 

(Dworak, Schierl, Bruns, & Strüder, 2007; Jeong & Kim, 2011; Skoric, Teo, & Neo, 

2009). Above all, a deterioration in physical and psychological health is one of the most 

serious concerns. Many scholars warned that excessive gaming might be the main cause 

of various physical problems such as back strain, eye strain, carpel tunnel syndrome, or 

seizures (Chuang, 2006; Young, 2009). In addition, scholars also revealed the 

relationship between pathological gaming and psychological problems. These problems 

include irritation, depression, anxiety, hostility, aggression, obsession, stress, loneliness, 

dissociation, and even suicidal impulse (Allison et al., 2006; Batthyány, Müller, Benker, 

& Wölfling, 2009; Chan & Rabinowitz, 2006; Chiu, Lee, & Huang, 2004; Gentile et al., 
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2011; Hussain & Griffiths, 2009; Lemmens et al., 2011; Florian Rehbein, Psych, 

Kleimann, Mediasci, & Mößle, 2010; Young, 2009).  

Scholars provided diverse solutions in response to the potential harms of video 

gaming. Generally, these are divided into parental intervention and medical treatment. As 

for parental intervention, many scholars emphasized the importance of parental 

monitoring and guidance such as setting limits on gaming time, checking the content of 

the games, letting children play educational video games, or using video games as a 

reward (Griffiths, 2003; Schmit et al., 2011; Young, 2009). Some scholars also argued 

that the symptoms of addiction might be relieved by therapeutic intervention or 

psychopharmacological treatment (Han et al., 2010; Young, 2009). 

Though smartphones fall behind in studies on addiction compared to the Internet 

or video games, recently, the number of studies on them is increasing gradually since the 

excessive use of smartphones has become a serious problem in many societies. 

According to a survey of Stanford students, 10% answered that they were addicted and 

34% replied they were almost addicted (Hope, 2010). The criteria for smartphone 

addiction are similar to those for the Internet or video games. Chóliz and Villanueva 

(2009) developed The Test of Mobile Phone Dependence suggesting three diagnostic 

factors: ‘Abstinence’, ‘Lack of control and problems derived from the use’, and 

‘Tolerance and interference with other activities.’ Meanwhile, Kwon et al. (2013) created 

Smartphone Addiction Scale (SAS) which contains six components for diagnosing 

smartphone addiction: daily-life disturbance, positive anticipation, withdrawal, 

cyberspace-oriented relationship, overuse, and tolerance. A survey suggested the motives 

for using mobile phones, such as the need for instantaneousness, mobility, interest, 

information, and social status, which lead users to excessive dependence (D. J. Lee, 

2002). Many scholars also pointed out negative consequences of problematic smartphone 
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use. Porter (2010) insisted that the excessive use of smartphones causes psychological 

and physical problems similar to those of the Internet since smartphones share the 

function of the Internet. Kwon et al. (2013) maintained that improper use of smartphone 

leads the users to traffic accidents, children’s addiction to smartphone games, and 

students’ distraction from class. However, the studies on the solutions to smartphone 

addiction are not yet conducted enough. 

Though the existing studies on media addiction provide various meaningful 

implications, they also have clear limitations. Firstly, using the term ‘addiction’ for the 

use of media is still controversial (Charlton & Danforth, 2007; King, Delfabbro, & 

Griffiths, 2010; Seok & DaCosta, 2012). Moreover, many scholars insisted that the 

concerns over media addiction mainly come from media hype, not based on scientific 

facts (Seok & DaCosta, 2012; Spekman, Konijn, Roelofsma, & Griffiths, 2013; Wood, 

2008). Secondly, even among the scholars who worry about the risk of media addiction, 

they did not reach an agreement on the criteria for addiction. Some scholars argued that it 

is not appropriate to slightly modify the criteria for gambling addiction to diagnose media 

addiction since the process of gambling and using media is different (Charlton & 

Danforth, 2007; Wood, 2008). Thirdly, the causal relations between media addiction and 

various elements are not clear (E. J. Kim et al., 2008; Kuss & Griffiths, 2012; Seok & 

DaCosta, 2012). For example, many scholars argued difficult relationships in reality 

cause media addiction, while other scholars insisted that media addiction causes problems 

in offline relations. Lastly, though the worries about the excessive use of digital devices 

such as smartphones and tablets are prevalent, research on these phenomena is still 

relatively scarce. Therefore, further studies on media addictions need to be conducted in 

order to overcome the limitations of the earlier studies. 
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FINDINGS 

For the always-on-the-go Korean high school girls deprived of sufficient offline 

socializing opportunities, smartphones are a highly valued device. They augment their 

offline socializing with various activities via mobile messenger communities. With these 

online community members, they spend enough time playing mobile social games 

together. The smartphone and its two distinct services-mobile messengers and social 

games-create a synergy effect to maximize the value of each. Without one another, the 

value of each would decrease dramatically. By actively using such a combination, Korean 

high school girls seem to maintain and develop their social networks and increase their 

social capital. On the other hand, the more Korean high school girls depend on 

smartphones, the more concerns about their smartphone addiction spread in Korean 

society. 

To explore this phenomenon, the present study casts four research questions: 1) 

what do smartphones mean to South Korean high school girls? 2) How do South Korean 

high school girls socialize through mobile messengers, such as Kakao Talk, and how are 

these activities related to their social capital and social networks? 3) How do South 

Korean high school girls socialize through mobile social games connected to mobile 

messengers, and how are these activities related to their social capital and social 

networks? And 4) how is Korean high school girls’ attachment to smartphones related to 

smartphone addiction? Then, the existing literature on the effects of communication 

technologies on one’s social capital and social networks, and on the addiction to the 

Internet, video games, and smartphones is reviewed. 

Many existing studies on the relationships between communication technologies 

and social networks claim the positive relations between communication technologies 

and weak ties or bridging social capital (Constant et al., 1996; Donath & Boyd, 2004; 
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Steinfield et al., 2009). However, the results vary in accordance with the devices or the 

activities of each research. While many earlier studies on the use of mobile phones argue 

that using mobile phones is positively associated with the users’ strong ties (Gergen, 

2002; Katz, 2006; Ling, 2004), the existing studies on the use of social network sites 

claim the positive relationships between using SNSs and weak ties or bridging social 

capital (Ellison et al., 2007). Meanwhile, most of the studies on video games pay 

attention only to the MMOGs, and the studies on the relations between mobile games and 

the gamers’ social networks and social capital are still insufficient. However, Korean 

high school girls do a variety of activities such as communicating with one another via 

mobile messengers, using the Internet or SNSs, or playing mobile games only with their 

smartphones, which gives significance to the current research.  

Though many scholars tried to find the causal relations or the diagnostic criteria 

for media addiction, the results are still inconclusive (Allison et al., 2006; Chappell et al., 

2006; Charlton & Danforth, 2007; Gentile et al., 2011; Griffiths, 1997; Gruesser et al., 

2007; Hussain & Griffiths, 2009; Kandell, 1998; Kelly, 2004; Lemmens et al., 2011; 

Whang et al., 2003; Wood, 2008; Young, Griffin-shelley, Cooper, O’mara, & Buchanan, 

2000; Young, 2009). The studies on smartphone or mobile game addiction are at an early 

stage, and the causal relations or the criteria for them are controversial. Though the 

findings of the existing studies are not yet decisive, they will still work as useful guidance 

on understanding Korean high school girls’ excessive use of smartphones since the 

purpose of this research is not proving causal relations between Korean high school girls’ 

use of smartphones and smartphone addiction, but deepening the understanding of their 

smartphone use in a specific cultural context.  

The present study explores the relationship between Korean high school girls’ use 

of smartphones and 1) their social capital or social networks, and 2) their smartphone 
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addiction. For this research, focus group interviews with 23 Korean high school girls are 

conducted. Then, this study tries to find comprehensive answers for the four research 

questions by analyzing the interview data. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

The current research provides answers to four research questions: 1) what do 

smartphones mean to South Korean high school girls? 2) How do South Korean high 

school girls socialize through mobile messengers such as Kakao Talk and how are these 

activities related to their social capital and social networks? 3) How do South Korean 

high school girls socialize through mobile social games connected to mobile messengers, 

and how are these activities related to their social capital and social networks? and 4) 

how is Korean high school girls’ attachment to smartphones related to smartphone 

addiction? To answer the first three questions, I use the concepts of social capital and 

social networks-strong and weak ties. The concept by Portes (1998), which defines social 

capital as “the ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of membership in social 

networks or other social structures,” will be used for this research (p. 6). I also bring the 

concept of social networks from Granovetter’s (1983) research; strong ties are located at 

the core of a network, related to emotional bonds and trust, requiring more time and 

energy to maintain, while weak ties lie along the periphery, are more heterogeneous, and 

require less intensive maintenance. As for the last question about smartphone addiction, I 

invoke Young’s (1998a, 1998c) criteria for the Internet addiction in order to analyze the 

interview data. 

For this study, I conducted focus group interviews with 23 South Korean high 

school girls aged 16-19. 13 participants were interviewed in the summer of 2013, and the 

rest 10 were interviewed in the summer of 2014. I used a snowball method to select the 

sample, which minimizes the potential reactive effects since all the participants are from 

the moderator’s strong or weak social ties. This technique was followed because in a 

Korean cultural context it is necessary, in recruiting sensitive and vulnerable high school 
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girls, to use trustworthy bridging networks and thereby gain parental approval. First six 

interviewees were gathered by two recruiters; three by a teacher working at a public 

school located in a city, Uijeongbu-si, which is adjacent to the capital, Seoul, and the 

other three by a lecturer at a private educational institute located in a city, Daejeon, which 

is one of six metropolitan cities in South Korea. The initial interviewees were recruited 

since the recruiters observed them using smartphones frequently. Then, the recruiters 

asked them to introduce other students using smartphones for the further interviews. In 

that way, I conducted focus group interviews with 8 groups composed of 2-4 students. 

High school girls were chosen as the research subjects for two reasons. Generally, 

high school girls are regarded as the most distinct group who consider socializing to be 

very important. For example, teen girls aged 14-17 have been found to be the most 

dominant SNS users in America (Lenhart et al., 2011). In Korea, more girls and young 

female adults between 15 and 24 refer to socializing as one of their main leisure activities 

than do other age and gender groups (Statistics Korea, 2012). If something new is 

happening regarding the use of smartphone socializing tools, it is likely that high school 

girls are part of it. Culturally, Korean high school girls’ participation in the mobile sphere 

is strong, given the severe restrictions to their offline social activities. It should be very 

meaningful to investigate how Korean high school girls shift their communities from 

restrictive physical places to relatively free mobile communities. With its high 

smartphone penetration rate, South Korea was selected because it is one of the best 

countries to observe emergent practices related to smartphone use; almost 7 out of 10 

Koreans use smartphones, more than 8 out of 10 smartphone users use mobile messenger 

services daily, and almost 8 out of 10 have played mobile social games at least once 

(KCC, 2012). 
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Focus group interviews were conducted instead of individual interviews to allow 

the high school girls a level of comfort that they might not otherwise feel. The goal was 

to make the interviews similar to chatting among close friends, with the hope of eliciting 

authentic responses. The interviewees were conducted by two interviewers; one of these 

two participated in each interview. The interviewers were well-informed of the interview 

protocol (included in the Appendix 2) which contains the required comments for the 

interviews, such as the information on audio recording, privacy, risks and benefits, and 

consent forms. The interviews took place in a classroom, which made them comfortable. 

I used the semi-structured interview method, so the interviewees could be more at their 

pace; though we had the list of questions, we moved the conversation away from certain 

topics, if they made the sensitive high school girls uncomfortable. Since the interviews 

were semi-structured, the length of the interviews depended on how much discussion the 

participants had to offer. At the most, the interviews took one and a half hours. To assure 

the protection of the personal information and the privacy of the interviewees, we 

explained their rights as interviewees and our duties as interviewers ahead of each 

interview and had them sign the consent form approved by the Institutional Review 

Board of the University of Texas at Austin. The interviewees were referred to in this 

paper by alphabet symbols in order to protect their anonymity. They were recorded using 

a voice recorder embedded in the interviewer’s smartphone. They were informed about 

the voice recording, and the records will be destroyed when this research is completed. 

Based on these files, I made a transcript for each interview for research analysis. To 

maintain the confidentiality of the research data, I made a separate folder which was 

locked with a password in my laptop computer so that no one could access to the data.  

The interview questions (reproduced in the Appendix 1) consist of five parts: 1) 

General Questions, 2) Smartphone Use & Addiction, 3) Mobile Messengers, 4) Mobile 
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Social Games, and 5) Closing Comments. The first part, General Questions, asks about 1) 

the interviewees’ daily routine, 2) how they communicate with their friends, and 3) how 

they use digital devices. The first two questions were designed to understand how the 

interviewees experienced limitations on offline socializing in the specific cultural context 

of South Korea. The third question was designed to grasp the current situation of the 

interviewees’ general media use.  

The five questions of the second part, Smartphone Use & Addiction, ask about 1) 

what the interviewees do with their smartphones, 2) how they feel differently with their 

smartphones compared to other digital devices, 3) how they use smartphones in their 

everyday lives, 4) how long and how often they use their smartphones, and 5) how their 

smartphone use affects their everyday lives. With the first three questions, I expected to 

understand how the interviewees were using smartphones in a Korean cultural context 

and how meaningful the smartphones with various media and communication functions 

were to Korean high school girls. The other two questions were designed to figure out 

whether the interviewees were overusing their smartphones, if so, how the excessive use 

affected their lives, and if they met the existing “official” criteria for media addiction.  

This study slightly modified Young’s (1997, 1998a) criteria for Internet addiction 

from which many other scholars established their own criteria in order to analyze the 

interview data. By changing the word ‘Internet’ in Young’s eight questions into 

‘smartphone,’ this research established efficient diagnostic criteria for smartphone 

addiction, and tried to match the interviewees’ behaviors to the questions. 

The third part, Mobile Messengers, inquires about 1) how the interviewees 

communicate with their friends through smartphones, 2) how and with whom they use 

mobile messengers, and 3) how communicating through mobile messengers affects their 

social relations. These three questions were designed to find how Korean high school 
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girls, whose offline socializing opportunities were limited, were communicating with 

their diverse social ties via smartphone messengers, how these online communications 

affected their social networks, and how they gained emotional or practical benefits, such 

as a sense of belonging or information sharing, from these communications. The concepts 

of Porte’s (1998) ‘social capital’ and Granovetter’s (1983) ‘social networks’ were used to 

analyze the answers to these questions. 

The fourth part, Mobile Social Games, asks about 1) which games the 

interviewees play, 2) how different mobile social games are from other genres of video 

games for the interviewees, 3) why the interviewees prefer mobile social games, 4) how 

and with whom they play mobile social games, and 5) how playing mobile social games 

affects their social relations. These five questions were designed to explore whether 

South Korean high school girls were complementing their scarce offline socializing via 

mobile social games, how they were socializing by playing these games, and how these 

gaming activities were related to Portes’ (1998) concept, ‘social capital’ and 

Granovetter’s (1983) concept of ‘social networks.’ 

The last part, Closing Comments, asks 1) how they define smartphones, mobile 

messengers, and mobile social games, and 2) if there is anything that they want to add 

before finishing the interviews. By asking for their own definitions, I expected to 

understand how meaningful the device and the activities are for the interviewees. 

The analysis of the interview data was conducted over seven steps. First, I 

classified the comments from the interviewees into groups by meaning. Second, I mapped 

these groups of comments on the research questions. Third, I analyzed the interview 

comments on the basis of the theories and the concepts applied to each question. Fourth, I 

figured out the significance of each group by counting the amount of repeated comments. 

Fifth, in accordance with the significance, I organized the answers for each research 
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question in order to elaborate the arguments of this research. Sixth, I compared the 

findings of this research with the results of the existing studies; whether the findings 

supported or contradicted the existing studies, or if there were original findings. Lastly, I 

figured out the implications and the limitations of the current research. 

Though many of the existing studies related to the influences of communication 

technologies on social networks or media dependence are based on quantitative methods, 

this study employs the qualitative method. Indeed, the purpose of this study is not to 

generalize findings, but to understand new and rapidly changing practices that might 

provide grounds for further research. I believe this approach of the present study would 

somewhat justify the relatively small sample size. Finally, this method enables the current 

study to create an initial understanding of the outlines of emergent cultural practices such 

as high school girls’ mobile social gaming. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

SMARTPHONES AND KOREAN HIGH SCHOOL GIRLS 

With the research question, “What do smartphones mean to South Korean high 

school girls?” this research tries to understand how South Korean high school girls build 

a relationship with smartphones, and how this relationship affects their peer relations and 

peer culture as well. Interview questions such as “What do you think is the main 

difference between smartphones and other digital devices?” and “How do you use your 

smartphone in everyday lives?” were used to elicit responses from the interviewees. At 

the end of each interview, I also asked the interviewees to briefly define the meaning of 

their smartphones. 

The results suggest that smartphones are located at the centers of the 

interviewees’ lives, providing them everything they want-from music and video to social 

network sites and games. One interviewee, Interviewee E, defined smartphones as a 

“total package” and another, Interviewee I, explained smartphones were something with 

which she started and finished her day. Other interviewees defined smartphones as a part 

of their body, a family member, a close friend or the air, reflecting the importance of 

smartphones in the interviewees’ lives. 

All 23 interviewees mentioned smartphones as the most important device in their 

possession. Smartphones offer them differentiated values from other media devices. 

Smartphones are superior to computers in some ways, as well as being functionally 

equivalent. While PCs are grounded to a specific place, smartphones are portable. 

Though laptops are also portable, they are too heavy to carry all the time, and the Internet 

accessibility of the laptops is relatively restrictive. Secondly, the usability of smartphones 

is more competitive than that of computers. For instance, to this digital generation, the 

boot-up time of computers is too long, and the digital generation prefer the intuitive user 
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interface of smartphones. Thirdly, the positional flexibility of smartphones gives 

additional value to South Korean high school girls. When the interviewees use 

smartphones in beds or on couches while taking rests, smartphones are more preferable to 

computers because smartphones allow postural freedom to them. Lastly, what seems to 

be most important to the interviewees is the versatility of smartphones. Interviewees 

repeatedly stated that many once-precious devices such as PCs, TVs, MP3 players, and 

gaming devices have been replaced by smartphones, which can provide equivalent 

functions to other devices. Interviewee M stressed the superiority of smartphones to PCs: 

I have to be at specific places to use computers, but I can use my smartphone 

anywhere and even lying on my bed. It’s always in my hand. Whatever I used to 

do with my computer, I can do with my smartphone much easier and faster. 

Moreover, I can contact my friends anytime I want to with my smartphone.  

In addition to these advantages, smartphones present exclusive value to high 

school girls in the South Korean sociocultural context, which requires them to endure the 

daily grind of Korean high schools and parental surveillance over girls’ activities. The 

interviewees made clear four ways that smartphones provide them value in this social 

context. The greatest value is as a multitasking device. Smartphones enable two types of 

multitasking. One is using a smartphone while doing other activities such as reading 

books at the same time; the other is using various functions or applications within a 

smartphone simultaneously. For example, the interviewees would, while studying, 

“message” their friends continually. Or they would listen to music while playing games. 

Since they could not spend enough time for leisure activities, this multitasking ability of 

smartphones was meaningful for the interviewees. Another value for them was break 

time usability. Korean teen girls’ daily routines allow for frequent short breaks between 

classes and while on the move and they need a device well suited to such intervals. 
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Smartphones are surely the best device which can meet this requirement. The third and 

most interesting value is that smartphones are concealable, enabling evasion from 

parental surveillance. Interviewee A admitted that the relatively small size of the 

smartphone allowed her to use them surreptitiously:  

When I use my computer at home, I have to read my parents’ countenance 

because my father nags a lot when he finds me using my computer. Because of the 

huge screen of the computer, I cannot conceal it. However, he never nags about 

my smartphone use. I think he does not notice what I am doing because I can hide 

my smartphone in my pocket easily. I like my smartphone because I can hide it.  

Lastly, the seamless connectivity of smartphones is no trivial matter to Korean 

high school girls. Korean high school girls having insufficient time together can at least 

communicate at any time with one another through smartphones. This constant 

connectedness with their peer networks represents high value. Interviewee G stressed 

how the communication tools of a smartphone increase the value of the device. 

Frankly speaking, there’s no big difference between the functions of computers 

and those of smartphones. But, I can communicate with my friends whenever and 

wherever I want. Communication tools of smartphones such as messengers or 

texting are so much better than other devices. I think this is the reason that I prefer 

my smartphone and I use it more than any other devices. 

Korean high school girls are now beginning to raise their competitiveness in the 

technological sphere by acquiring various kinds of practical knowledge. Some 

interviewees mentioned that when they were about to exceed their data plan they made 

the smartphone of a friend with an unlimited data plan a communal Internet hub; this 

function is called ‘WIFI hotspot’ which enables someone with an unlimited data plan to 
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use her smartphone as an Internet router which transfers 3G signal into WIFI signal. 

Some of the interviewees were proficient with the technological terminology. 

In conclusion, for the first research question asking what smartphones mean to 

South Korean high school girls, the interviewees’ responses indicate their exceptional 

attachment to smartphones due to 1) the smartphone’s superiority to other devices and 2) 

its unique strengths in South Korean girls’ cultural context. The characteristics that the 

interviewees regard as smartphone’s superiority to other devices are portability, usability, 

flexibility, and versatility. Meanwhile, they prefer their smartphones since they can 

multitask with it, use it briefly in their spare moments, pretend not to use it while still 

using it, and interact with their friends ubiquitously. Since Korean high school girls can 

have very limited leisure time and offline social opportunities due to the arduous daily 

routines, smartphones are beneficial for them to use in their short breaks between classes 

or on the move, and to communicate with their peer groups, transcending time and space. 

Moreover, since parents or teachers tend to control the activities of high school girls who 

are regarded as a vulnerable group in South Korea, smartphones are more valuable to the 

interviewees because the small size of smartphones enables them to conceal the devices 

while using secretly. For Korean high school girls, smartphones are playing a huge role 

as an alternative space in which they can communicate and play with their peer groups all 

the time. For this reason, Korean high school girls are establishing an extraordinary 

attachment relationship with smartphones. 

Meanwhile, among numerous applications, all interviewees claimed they mostly 

used mobile messengers such as Kakao Talk or social network sites such as Facebook. 

However, they also noted that most high school girls who used to be indifferent to other 

types of games began playing mobile social games. Such games seem to become another 

communication alternative. Therefore, the present study also explores these 
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communication tools and mobile games to understand the influences of the device on 

Korean high school girls more comprehensively. 

 

MOBILE MESSENGERS AND KOREAN HIGH SCHOOL GIRLS’ SOCIAL TIES 

Korean girls’ offline gathering is very difficult due to their excessively heavy 

schedules. Most of the interviewees were leading busy lives that started early in the 

morning and ended late at night. Interviewee M described her demanding schedule.  

Class begins at 9 a.m. and ends at 5:10 p.m. every day. And, I attend an English 

lecture at an institute from 5:30 to 7:30. Then, I attend a mathematics lecture at 

another institute from 8 to 10. I arrive at home at around 11 p.m. I sleep at 12. I 

just fall asleep as I faint. 

With such heavy schedules, the interviewees would use their smartphones to 

socialize and participate actively in online communities provided by mobile messengers 

and social network sites. Results to the second research question, how do South Korean 

high school girls socialize through mobile messengers such as Kakao Talk and how are 

these activities related to their social capital and social networks, are deeply shaped by 

these strongly limited offline interactions. In fact, the value of activities in online 

communities is rather controversial. On the one hand, most of the interviewees admitted 

to feeling anxious and alienated when disconnected from their online communities. On 

the other hand, most of them also agreed with the idea that activities via smartphone 

applications for communication such as mobile messengers and social network sites gave 

them as much value as did socializing in offline communities. In particular, various 

functions provided by Kakao Talk, the most frequently used application among 

interviewees, played an important role as their efficient tools for socializing online. 
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Among those functions, group chat rooms which enabled the interviewees to organize 

and maintain their own communities allowed them to actively participate in online 

communities and communicate with each other. Kakao Talk also provides a mobile social 

network site, Kakao Story, and a mobile game platform, Kakao Game, both of which 

were interlocked with Kakao Talk, allowing Korean high school girls to communicate, 

share, and play with one another. Though the messenger, the SNS, and the game platform 

were not superior to other similar services separately, these three integrated services 

organically maximized the effects of these sites as a community for socializing. 

Interviewee J stressed the importance of these sites by mentioning that every important 

thing is in smartphones and every communication or socializing revolves around Kakao 

Talk, Kakao Story, and Kakao Game. 

Is there evidence that proves mobile messengers such as Kakao Talk can be an 

authentic community for maintaining social networks? Some sociologists regard physical 

locale as a critical requisite to be a community; others argue that communities can be 

composed regardless of the locality. To a certain extent, Korean high school girls’ use of 

mobile messengers, and Kakao Talk group chat rooms in particular, meets some existing 

requirements for an authentic community, such as sociability, support, information, a 

sense of belonging, and social identity. The interviewees created these group chat rooms 

in Kakao Talk with their close friends and continually maintained these online places. 

These communities allowed the interviewees to actively socialize with one another even 

during class and when in bed. Interviewee I remarked that the issues she and her friends 

chatted about the previous day at school continued in the Kakao Talk chat room until 

night. Eventually another issue would come up and the process would repeat itself. The 

interviewees recognized that they were socializing with their close ties, receiving 

emotional support, sharing information, and feeling a sense of belonging when they were 
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in these communities. Moreover, by participating in the plural chatting rooms with 

different identities simultaneously, which enabled them to socialize with different groups 

of their social networks, the interviewees compensated for the deficiency of offline 

socializing. Interviewee M explained this process. 

We exchange Kakao Talk messages continuously. If I send a message, friends 

reply immediately, and then I respond to them. It never ends. Messages come up 

every minute. Moreover, there are several group chat rooms with different friends. 

What is good for me is that I can join every conversation from different groups.  

To sum up, the interviewees overcame the physical limitations such as temporal and 

spatial deficiency by actively participating in the online communities, Kakao Talk group 

chat rooms in particular.  

Then how do these social activities through smartphone messengers affect the 

Korean high school girls’ social networks? Most of the interviewees are using various 

smartphone communication applications to complement their scarce offline socializing 

opportunities. They are primarily maintaining and developing their strong ties rather than 

weak ties. Aside from temporary communities created out of necessity, the communities 

that the interviewees formed through smartphone messengers mainly consisted of their 

strong ties. 

Interviewee S: (Pointing other interviewees) I talk with these girls through Kakao 

Talk. It’s really convenient. I can send pictures immediately, and it’s free. We talk 

to one another in Kakao Talk group chat rooms. We talk about our everyday lives. 

We talk about everything here. 

Interviewer: How would you feel if only you were excluded from that chatroom? 

Interviewee S: They are all my intimate friends. If I were excluded, I would feel 

like an outcast. 
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Communications with weak ties through the smartphone messengers tended to happen as 

one-off, one-to-one message exchanges rather than leading to forming constant 

communities. For this reason, the impact of these communities on the weak ties was 

restricted, marking a substantial difference from existing studies about the positive effects 

of the Internet and social network sites.  

Granovetter (1983) defined strength of ties as “the combination of time, emotional 

intensity, intimacy, and reciprocal services.” Compared to this definition, Korean high 

school girls’ tie strength via messenger chat rooms appears very strong. First of all, when 

measuring their tie strength in terms of time, the high school girls’ relationships with the 

chat room networks are the strongest. This tendency is clearly evident in Interviewee K’s 

comment. 

My parents often scold me for my endless Kakao Talk using. Actually, I use it all 

day long. But in those cases, I pretend not to do it and come into my room where I 

do it some more. Even when I do my homework, I check my smartphone as soon 

as a Kakao Talk message shows up. I cannot but check it because I become too 

curious if I don’t. As soon as the yellow Kakao Talk notification appears, I have 

to check the message immediately. Then, I check the newly uploaded posts from 

Kakao Story for one to two hours. Then, when I try to do the homework again, 

another message comes up.  

The emotional intensity and intimacy are indirectly proved from the feelings-a 

sense of alienation and loss-that the interviewees have, when they are disconnected from 

these communities. These temporal disconnections also cause a gap between the online 

socializing and the offline socializing.  

My teacher took my smartphone for about three days when I was caught using it 

in class. I was so sad. I was so anxious because my smartphone was not in my 
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hand. We always talk about everything on Kakao Talk and Kakao Story, we really 

share every single thing like a family in here. But I couldn’t know what they were 

saying at that time. I even made the mistake of asking to a couple who had just 

broken up if they were dating well because only I hadn’t heard about it. I was the 

only person one step behind. 

The interviewees are also exchanging reciprocal services through these online 

communities by sharing information and resources through the messenger communities. 

Interviewee D explained how this happened. 

If I post that I want to watch a movie, my friends upload the URLs to the chat 

room or Kakao Story. Then, I connect to the URL to watch that movie. In this 

way, I can watch every TV drama and variety program—literally, everything.  

In summary, for the second question, “How do South Korean high school girls 

socialize through mobile messengers, such as Kakao Talk, and how are these activities 

related to their social capital and social networks?” this research revealed that 

interviewees were complementing the deficiency of offline socializing by establishing 

alternative online communities. Especially, group chat rooms provided by Kakao Talk 

enabled Korean high school girls, whose social interactions were definitely lacking, to 

build 24-hour virtual community in which they could enjoy seamless connectedness with 

one another. Moreover, in this community, the interviewees felt a sense of belonging and 

a sense of intimacy, as well as they shared resources or useful information. This research 

found that these social behaviors are increasing their bonding social capital. 
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MOBILE SOCIAL GAMES AND KOREAN HIGH SCHOOL GIRLS’ SOCIAL TIES 

Results pertinent to the third research question,  how do South Korean high 

school girls socialize through mobile social games connected to mobile messengers, and 

how are these activities related to their social capital and social networks, illustrate some 

unexpected relationships within girls’ social networks as well as the significance of 

specific platforms for social networks.  How does video gaming influence a gamer’s 

social networks and social capital? Though many scholars have conducted studies to 

answer this question, most of them lopsidedly paid attention to PC online games oriented 

to males such as massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs) (Huvila et al., 2010; 

Kobayashi, 2010; Skoric & Kwan, 2011; Trepte et al., 2012; Williams, 2006a). As noted 

earlier, most of these studies argued the positive relationship between online games and 

gamers’ social networks or social capital, especially their bridging social capital (Huvila 

et al., 2010; Kobayashi, 2010; Skoric & Kwan, 2011; Trepte et al., 2012; Williams, 

2006a). In addition, the existing studies on the adolescents’ gaming also suggest an 

increase their social capital because of the games (Orleans & Laney, 2000; Suoninen, 

2013). Meanwhile, studies on other kinds of new gaming platforms including 

smartphones or tablets have been few. Then, how do mobile social games that have 

become one of the most popular leisure activities for South Korean adolescents affect 

their social capital? If a game applies diverse socializing functions, will it increase the 

social capital of South Korean high school girls whose offline social interactions lack?  

By providing specific socializing functions interlocked with mobile messengers, 

mobile social games enable the gamers to interact with the members in the mobile 

messenger contact list while playing games. In South Korea, a mobile social game 

platform, Kakao Game, was launched, based on the nationwide popularity of the mobile 

messenger, Kakao Talk. Recently, numerous smartphone users became rigorous mobile 
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gamers who enjoy various Kakao games with their friends or even just acquaintances (N. 

Kim, 2013). Mobile social games offered by Kakao Game share three common core 

factors: cooperation, competition, and diffusion. ‘Cooperation’ is realized in games by 

specific game items such as ‘life,’ or ‘heart.’ Gamers can send these items to the 

messenger contacts who also play the same game. If a gamer receives these items, he can 

play additional games with these items, while gamers cannot play more games for a 

specific period of time without them. ‘Competition’ is usually realized with the in-game 

ranking board and the function named ‘boasting.’ The ranking board stimulates the 

competition between gamers by notifying where they are ranked among the messenger 

contacts who play the same game. Moreover, when a gamer moves up in the rankings, he 

or she can send a boasting message to other gamers via the mobile messenger, Kakao 

Talk, which causes more competition. These two components—cooperation and 

competition—are designed to raise the game usage rates by attracting the gamers to play 

more games. In the meantime, ‘diffusion’ is realized by the function named ‘invitation.’ 

This function enables gamers to send invitation messages to any of the messenger 

contacts through the mobile messenger. Since gamers are rewarded in accordance with 

the number of sending invitations, they play a huge role in promoting the games 

voluntarily. This viral marketing tool is very efficient in recruiting new gamers, so many 

gamers begin to play specific games after they receive invitation messages. Basically, the 

interactions between gamers, or between gamers and non-gamers, through mobile social 

games consist of these three limited components. 

Kakao Game marks the beginning of mobile social games as one of the main 

leisure activities for Korean high school girls. Korean high school girls actively 

participate in these games for three reasons. First, it allows them to socialize with one 
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another. Second, these games are suited to the tastes of female gamers. Third, Korean 

high school girls have a strong attachment to the gaming device itself—the smartphone.  

First, many of the interviewees stated that while teen boys are interested in the 

game itself, teen girls are fascinated by mobile social games because they can enjoy them 

with their friends. What is meaningful to them is not just playing games for fun but 

feeling a sense of belonging and communicating with one another. A small number of 

heavy gamers among the interviewees stated that they would play PC online games more 

often if they played those games with their friends since PC online games were more 

amusing than mobile games. 20 out of 23 interviewees mentioned that they would be 

much less interested in mobile social games if those games did not provide any 

interactions with their friends. Interviewee V emphasized the importance of the 

socializing functions for her mobile gaming. 

I really like playing mobile games and I play them much more than my friends, 

but I prefer playing with my friends because competing with and beating them is 

so exciting. I never play games if I cannot play them with others. Even when I 

used to play PC games, I played them only when I could play with my friends. It’s 

not just playing games. It’s more like interacting with my friends. 

While Korean high school boys, attracted to gaming itself, tend to play various games in 

their smartphones in turn since rather simple and easy mobile games are boring, the 

interviewees tend to play only a couple of games that are also played by their close 

friends because they consider playing with friends or interacting with them is more 

important than the amusement from gaming itself. The interviewees seem to support their 

limited offline social activities with mobile social gaming. They interact, cooperate, and 

compete with one another by playing mobile social games. One survey revealed that 

people played mobile social games because they could play them with their friends rather 
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than because those games were interesting (KISA, 2013). This tendency appeared more 

clearly from the interviewees who had fewer opportunities for socializing and placed 

more value on it. One of the interviewees stressed the importance of the socializing 

function by mentioning that interesting games become uninteresting when her friends 

stop playing them. 

Secondly, the interviewees preferred mobile social games due to the distinct 

features and the genres of these games. In contrast to boy gamers, Korean high school 

girls are put off with games that require a high level of involvement and long playing 

time. They want games that can be played casually during a short recess. PC online 

games enjoyed by most boys usually have a higher level of difficulty than mobile games, 

which makes most high school girls hard to commit since their main purpose of gaming 

is not just gaming, but interacting while gaming. Interviewee G clarified the reason that 

she preferred mobile games to PC games. 

I think most girls do not play PC games. Boys play those games, but those games 

are too brutal or gross. I saw boys shooting one another, playing Sudden Attack. It 

was too sensational, and looked somewhat too difficult for me to play. Girls seem 

to enjoy different kinds of games. Something cute and not too serious. Something 

simple and casual. 

Moreover, high school girls inevitably have lower competitiveness compared to high 

school boys in the PC online game sphere since they can rarely spend time at Internet 

cafes due to parental surveillance, where high school boys play games together for hours. 

A national survey also revealed that teen boys play games longer than girls and that boys’ 

level of participation was much higher than that of Korean high school girls (KOCCA, 

2012). In the meantime, high school girls are able to increase their competitiveness in the 

mobile game sphere more easily since mobile games generally are simple and easy to 
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become proficient; in particular, they can be more competitive in mobile social games 

since the number of in-game social activities results in the level of competitiveness in 

those games. The girls can play these games more frequently at any minute of the day or 

night. Moreover, the major genres of mobile social games such as puzzle and racing suit 

the tastes of high school girls. The interviewees stated that the easy and intuitive gaming 

mechanism and cute game characters of mobile social games allowed them to enjoy these 

games more than other genres of video games. To sum up, the features of the mobile 

social games that require less participation and the simple and casual genres allow the 

interviewees to play these games more actively.  

Lastly, Korean high school girls’ attachment to smartphones adds more value to 

mobile social games. One interviewee, L, mentioned that the portability of smartphones 

made her play more, while the spatial limitations of computers made her play PC games 

infrequently. They played PC-based social games less frequently than their smartphone 

social games, meaning the media delivering the games are important. Interviewee F 

emphasized the value of smartphones as a gaming device. She preferred playing mobile 

social games through smartphones since she could play them at any time she wanted. 

Since smartphones were always around them-in their pockets, bags, on the desk, or in 

their hands-the interviewees formed a habitual use of smartphones. They used their 

smartphones at every opportunity, even when they do not have any specific purpose for 

using it. Their habitual use of smartphones obviously increased the total amount of time 

spent using smartphone applications, including mobile social games and mobile 

messengers. 

I always carry my smartphone. I do Internet surfing or see what’s happening on 

the SNSs. But I cannot repeat these limited patterns of behaviors endlessly. I need 

something more to do with my smartphone. Then, I search popular games in 
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Google Play. I download some of the most popular games. I play games more 

than before because I use my smartphone all the time.  

By competing and cooperating with each other, the interviewees are socializing 

with one another through these mobile social games. Interviewee V elaborated how she 

socialize by playing mobile social games. 

Kakao Games usually show the rankings among my friends. I only play those 

kinds of games. If my friend takes first place, I want to defeat her. I really want to 

beat her. While playing those games, we also share game items. We enjoy playing 

games together. Some recent mobile social games are even like PC online games. 

We can meet online to play these games synchronously.  

These gaming activities are interconnected through mobile messengers, wielding huge 

influence on their social networks. While mobile messengers provide Korean high school 

girls a good place to gather together, mobile social games enable them to play with one 

another. These two virtual spaces interlocked with each other are settling as alternative 

communities for Korean high school girls experiencing severe constraints on socializing 

in real spaces. Around these communities, Korean high school girls are forming their 

unique peer culture by shifting between offline spaces and online spaces in order to 

gather and play together. 

Girl gamers prefer to play games with others they already know (Lenhart et al., 

2008). In this sense, mobile social games are more suitable for the interviewees since 

they allow the interviewees to play games with others they know. Interviewee A admitted 

that she played Kakao games since she could play games with her friends or 

acquaintances by inviting them to play games together. By playing these mobile social 

games with existing networks, they maintain and also develop their relationships. They 
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cooperate with one another by exchanging game items such as ‘heart’ or ‘life,’ while they 

also stimulate others’ competitive spirit by sending ‘boasting’ messages.  

Sometimes, the more the interviewees were immersed in mobile social games, the 

more disconnected they became from one another even when they were in the same 

physical place. This phenomenon was somewhat contradictory to their arguments 

mentioning that they used smartphones more actively since they could not interact 

sufficiently in offline spaces. Interviewee G described this paradox. 

When we all were excited about playing CookieRun, all of my classmates just 

played that game in their seats with earphones. They didn’t talk to each other. 

They were overly sensitive. When I said something to one of my friends playing 

the game, she got angry and told me that she lost the game because of me. When 

they play games, they don’t really care about others at all.  

Playing mobile social games influences both strong ties and weak ties. Most of 

the mobile social games provided by mobile messengers such as Kakao Talk commonly 

reveal the ranking between one’s messenger networks in order to ignite competition 

between gamers on the network. To win the competition, the interviewees cooperate with 

their strong ties by exchanging gaming resources. For example, when they need game 

items to defeat higher rankers, the interviewees would ask their strong ties in the group 

chat rooms for help. 

I play a Kakao Talk game, CookieRun, these days. A couple of days ago, a friend 

of mine boasted that she broke my record. I was really annoyed. I became highly 

competitive and kept playing the game to beat her. But we have only five lives, so 

if I die five times, I have to wait ten minutes to have one more life. But I cannot 

wait for ten minutes for a life. So, I asked my friends in the group chat rooms to 
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send me lives because we can send lives to each other. So, they sent me lives and 

I kept playing to defeat her.  

According to the interviews, both the allies with whom the interviewees cooperate and 

the rivals with whom they compete in mobile social games are their close friends, in other 

words, strong ties. In that manner, they are increasing their bonding social capital by 

communicating and interacting with their strong ties constantly. 

Meanwhile, it is noticeable in particular how these games affect weak ties. Since 

the gamers can acquire more valuable and powerful items as rewards in proportion to 

their social activities, the more the users contact their network ties by sending invitations, 

the more competitive they become. To receive better rewards, the interviewees would try 

to make their networks broader and contact more people in their networks. They sent 

invitations to their friends with whom they did not keep in touch for a while or even to 

just acquaintances in their messenger list, which would exercise great influence on their 

weak tie relationships. One of the interviewees, Interviewee M, had been disconnected 

from her friends after transferring to another school. However, she began to communicate 

with them again via a mobile social game. Interviewee B provided her experience of 

restoring relations with a disconnected friend. 

There was a promotion which gave a special game character if one sent 30 

invitations. I invited everyone that I knew because I really wanted that character. 

At that time, I sent an invitation to my middle school friend who I hadn’t 

contacted for a long time. Then she complained about my using her only for a 

reward. So I apologized to her and then we began to communicate with each other 

again. 

However, the interactions between weak ties tend to be designed for commercial 

purposes and exploited as an efficient viral marketing tool by the game publishers. While 
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the interviewees rarely interacted with their weak ties for the purpose of true 

communications, they frequently contacted them to earn game rewards. Moreover, 

interactions are limited to several activities permitted within the games. Mobile social 

games are designed to make users reach a limit unless they constantly market the game to 

their network. Thus, the interviewees kept reaching out to their weak ties with no 

intention of communication. Actually, many of the interviewees began playing a specific 

game only after receiving an invitation from their friends or weak ties. Indeed, the 

gamers’ weak tie networks are well exploited as a viral marketing tool. Sending 

invitations is the most typical and effective viral marketing tool of using the gamer’s 

social networks, especially those made up of weak ties. The interactions with weak ties 

tend to be conducted in a couple of limited ways, with the ‘invitation’ functioning as a 

means of being competitive, not as a purpose of communication. Thus, unlike the existing 

studies that report a positive relationship between playing video games technologies and 

weak ties (Huvila et al., 2010; Kobayashi, 2010; Trepte et al., 2012; Williams, 2006b), 

this research revealed a series of socializing activities conducted through mobile social 

games sometimes negatively affecting the interviewees’ social networks, especially those 

made up of weak ties. Though in some exceptional cases the interviewees recovered 

relationships with their once-intimate friends with whom they temporally lost contact, the 

frequent interactions with weak ties through mobile social games usually did not develop 

the relationship, which remained superficial without true interactions. Indeed, these social 

activities sometimes severed relations instead of increasing or maintaining bridging social 

capital.  

When I send invitations to someone that I haven’t been in touch with quite a 

while, some of these people send me snarky messages or others ask me not to 

send any more. After getting those messages, I don’t contact them again. And 
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some guys who don’t play games block those invitations by changing the Kakao 

Talk settings. Many girls do that because they get too many invitations. 

In conclusion, Korean high school girls’ mobile social game playing complements 

their insufficient offline socializing and also affects their social networks. This research 

revealed two significant findings about Korean high school girls’ mobile social gaming. 

First of all, for the third research question asking how mobile social gaming is associated 

with Korean high school girls’ weak ties and bridging social capital, I found that the 

relationship between these two was not strong. While many of the existing studies 

claimed the positive relationship between communication technologies or video games 

and weak tie relations (Constant et al., 1996; Donath & Boyd, 2004; Ellison et al., 2007; 

Huvila et al., 2010; Kobayashi, 2010; Skoric & Kwan, 2011; Steinfield et al., 2009; 

Trepte et al., 2012), though there were frequent interactions between the interviewees and 

their weak tie relations through these games, these interactions tended to happen as 

limited ways allowed in the games, and thus, the interactions rarely led to additional 

communication. These limited interactions sometimes restored the relations. However, at 

worst, they caused the dissolution of relationships. These limited interactions with weak 

ties were one of the core elements for the game publishers to spread the mobile social 

games. Moreover, these superficial interactions were conducted voluntarily since the 

gamers could be more competitive in accordance with their interactions. To sum up, it 

was very unusual for the interviewees to improve their weak tie relations through mobile 

social gaming, and those relations usually remained as weak ties as they were before. 

This means, at least, the effects of communication technologies on weak ties is still 

inconclusive in a specific sociocultural context. 

Second, the present study found that it is their close friends, that is to say strong 

ties, with whom Korean high school girls are interacting through mobile social games by 
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cooperating or competing with one another. The interviewees of this research were 

creating their own digital peer culture by complementing the realistic constraints that 

prevented them from gathering together in the same place at the same time. Along with 

using mobile messengers, they were communicating with their close friends or 

exchanging mutual benefits to increase their bonding social capital by playing mobile 

social games together. In summary, Korean high school girls’ mobile social gaming is 

more closely related to their bonding social capital, rather than bridging social capital. 

However, the fact that the interviewees sometimes denied interactions even with their 

close friends who were just beside them while they were immersed into mobile gaming 

was contradictory to their argument stressing that they interacted with one another 

through mobile messengers or mobile social games because they could not have enough 

opportunities for offline socializing. 

 

BETWEEN EXCESSIVE USE AND ADDICTION 

Speaking to the final research question regarding addiction, all of the 23 

interviewees diagnosed themselves as a smartphone addict. Statistically, 1 out of 10 

Korean teens show symptoms of smartphone addiction, showing a significant gap 

between the statistical data and the interviewees’ responses (Statistics Korea, 2012). The 

major reason they thought they were addicted was their excessive use of smartphones. All 

participants except for one, who also diagnosed herself as an addict not for the excessive 

use but for her preoccupation with it, admitted that they used smartphones for several 

hours per day. However, it is possible for them to feel that they were using smartphones 

more than they really do since they carry the device every time and use it too frequently.  
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It’s unmeasurable. I use my smartphone too much. I literally use it all the time. If 

I measure the time, it would be seven to eight hours per day. I wake up with my 

smartphone and I fall asleep with it as well. I use it while eating, studying, resting, 

and even in the restroom. Even when I try to do something else, soon I find 

myself touching it again. I feel like I’m an addict. 

Meanwhile, many interviewees mentioned that interactive applications and games 

of smartphones were very addictive. Interviewee K stressed how addictive mobile social 

games were to her. 

They made these games too addictive. I have to play them all the time because 

whenever my friends break my record, they provoke me by sending boasting 

messages. Then, I become competitive and play again. And, when I break the 

record, they begin to play more vigorously. There are in-game interactions and 

these make me play more and more. 

Interviewees also shared various types of negative influences caused by using 

smartphones. Interviewee N stated how she experienced negative issues in daily 

management due to the excessive use of her smartphone gaming. 

As soon as I wake up in the morning, I play one time. Then, I play again several 

times in my mom’s car to school. Frankly speaking, I rarely study in class and just 

play games for hours. During the lunch break, I sometimes keep playing games 

instead of having lunch. Even I don’t take a shower to play games when I get back 

home. Then, my mom scolds me. Finally, when I take a shower and go to sleep at 

night, I play again until I fall asleep. Then, I play again as soon as I wake up in the 

morning. 

This study found that the experiences from most of the participants satisfied 

Young’s (1007, 1998a) first question, “Are you preoccupied with the smartphone?” 
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Especially, they were preoccupied with the use of social network sites via smartphones. 

Interviewee T said that she used her smartphone every ten minutes to check if there were 

new posts or any feedbacks to her own posts. Another interviewee, P, shared her 

experience of being preoccupied with smartphone games. 

It is impossible to get out of smartphone games. They are like a swamp. If I don’t 

play, I become nervous. Even when I don’t play a game, the images from the 

game that I played before are still remaining in my head. If I played CookieRun, I 

see the scenes of the game when I try to sleep. I see the cookies are running to me. 

To the second question asking if someone needs to use the smartphone with an 

increased amount of time in order to achieve satisfaction, interviewees provided 

somewhat positive answers. However, many participants also said that they felt emptier 

when they used smartphones longer. Interviewee G and I insisted that the longer they 

played smartphone games, the more they felt the futility. Nevertheless, the interviewees 

admitted that they got to use smartphones more and more even when they did not have 

any purpose of using them. 

Many interviewees confessed their experiences of failure for the third question, 

“Have you made unsuccessful efforts to control, cut back, or stop smartphone use?” Only 

one of the 23 participants argued that she could control her smartphone use to some 

extent, and all the others felt hard to control it. One of the interviewees, Q, provided her 

unsuccessful attempt to control her smartphone use. 

There is a smartphone application named ‘Prevention of Smartphone 

Application.’ When a user sets a period of time through that application, it inhibits 

the user from using any applications for that period. So, I downloaded that 

application, and set eleven hours not to use my smartphone. I really resolved not 
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to use it. But, whenever the Kakao Talk messages popped up, I couldn’t help 

checking them. Finally, I deleted that application, and kept using my smartphone. 

Without any exception, all participants said “yes” to a question asking if someone 

was restless, moody, depressed, or irritable when attempting to cut down or stop 

smartphone use. Since Korean high schools had relatively strict rules about using 

smartphones in class, teachers sometimes confiscated students’ smartphones for a couple 

of days when students were caught using them in class. In those cases, interviewees felt 

various negative feelings such as depression, irritation, nervousness, futility, anxiety, or 

stuffiness. In addition, some participants experienced aggressive feedbacks when they 

talked to their friends using smartphones.  

When asked if they had stayed online longer than originally intended, most of the 

participants admitted that they usually did. Interviewee O said that she once set up a 

schedule with various activities, but she ended up doing nothing since she repeatedly 

postponed those scheduled activities due to her unstoppable smartphone use. Interviewee 

B also shared a similar experience. 

Yes, I know that feeling. Once, I had go to a private institute, but I found out it 

was too late because I was playing a smartphone game too intensely. So, I just 

gave up going there and kept playing it.  

Participants partly agreed that they jeopardized or risked the loss of a significant 

relationship, job, educational or career opportunity because of the smartphone. What they 

agreed unanimously was that using smartphones seriously hindered their studies. 

Interviewee S shared her experience by arguing that her grades had been worsen since her 

excessive use of the smartphone bothered her focus on study. Most of the participants 

also admitted that they were distracted from studying when their smartphones rang. 

However, the effects of using smartphones on one’s relationship was controversial. 2 out 
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of 23 interviewees supported the existing studies arguing that media addiction causes 

people to be obsessed with online relationship and to neglect real relations (Kandell, 

1998; Whang et al., 2003; K. S. Young, 1998a, 1998c) by saying that their smartphone 

communication causes a lack of communication in their families. However, other 

participants claimed that their smartphone use delivers benefits in maintaining and 

developing their peer relations. They insisted they complemented their deficient offline 

social opportunities by socializing via smartphones.  

My smartphone and Kakao Talk are essential to maintain intimate relationships 

with friends. Because I usually spend much time at home or private institutes, I 

can’t meet my friends that often. So, I talk to them through smartphones. And, 

when we have to leave after school, we usually continue our conversation through 

smartphone messengers. Smartphones are so necessary.  

When it comes to the use of smartphones, a question asking if one has lied to 

family members, therapist, or others to conceal the extent of involvement with the 

smartphone, yields evidence of adaptive behavior. Since many interviewees were under 

parental control about the excessive use of smartphones, they tried to hide their 

smartphone overuse. However, instead of lying to their parents, they chose to use their 

smartphones surreptitiously. Due to the relatively small size, smartphones were easy to be 

used under the desks or under blankets. Interviewee T revealed these secret experiences. 

In class, I use my smartphone under the textbooks. At home, I use it while I 

pretend to fall asleep in bed. My parents always tell me to stop using my 

smartphone and go to bed. So, I do it under the bedclothes. Then, I think, my 

parents believe that I’m sleeping. 

For the last question asking if one uses the smartphone as a way of escaping from 

problems or of relieving a dysphoric mood, most participants disagreed. Rather than 
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depending on smartphones to escape from real problems, they insisted that they used 

smartphones as an alternative option for their limited leisure activities. Moreover, they 

were overcoming the offline problems such as scarce social opportunities by using 

smartphones more actively.  

Considering that Young’s (1997, 1998a) criteria diagnose a person as an addict if 

he meets five or more requirements, the interview participants seem to be in danger of 

being addicted to smartphones. However, there is no agreement on the criteria for 

smartphone addiction yet. Moreover, Young’s criteria applied in this research were 

originally designed for the diagnosis of Internet addiction, not of smartphone addiction. 

However, despite these limitations, further studies on smartphone addiction should be 

conducted continuously since it is true that Korean high school girls show an extremely 

strong attachment to smartphones. 

In conclusion, the combination of the Korean cultural problem of adolescents’ 

scarce social activities, the sociable characteristics of high school girls, and the 

interactive functions of smartphones cause Korean high school girls’ strong attachment to 

smartphones. Meanwhile, the excessive use of smartphones seemed to be associated with 

various kinds of negative consequences. Existing studies revealed that media addiction 

can cause problems in daily management such as sleeping, eating or in personal 

performances in school or at work (Allison et al., 2006; Chou & Hsiao, 2000a; Kandell, 

1998; Young, 2004, 2009), and similar results were easily noticed during the interviews. 

The participants also mentioned physical problems such as amblyopia, and psychological 

problems such as depression, nervousness, emptiness, or irritation, in addition to safety 

issues such as the risk of car accidents.  

However, in contrast with the existing studies arguing that media addiction causes 

problems in offline relations (Kandell, 1998; Whang et al., 2003; Young, 1998a, 1998c), 
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many interviewees believed that their smartphone use had positive effects on their offline 

relationship, especially with respect to peer relations. Since they used smartphones 

mostly to communicate with their friends, they thought they complemented their limited 

social interactions to develop their relationships with friends. However, they admitted 

their overuse influenced negatively on the relations with their parents. To sum up, Korean 

high school girls’ attachment to smartphones does appear as a potential addiction. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

By conducting focus group interviews with 23 South Korean high school girls, 

this research found the answers for four research questions: 1) what do smartphones 

mean to South Korean high school girls? 2) How do South Korean high school girls 

socialize through mobile messengers, such as Kakao Talk, and how are these activities 

related to their social capital and social networks? 3) How do South Korean high school 

girls socialize through mobile social games connected to mobile messengers, and how are 

these activities related to their social capital and social networks? and 4) how is Korean 

high school girls’ attachment to smartphones related to smartphone addiction?  

For the first question asking what smartphones mean to South Korean high school 

girls, this research revealed Korean high school girls have built an exceptional attachment 

to smartphones. The interviewees mentioned their smartphones were so precious since 1) 

smartphones were superior to other media devices for several reasons, and 2) their values 

were increased in the South Korean sociocultural context. The interviewees considered 

their smartphones to be better than any other devices since they could always carry their 

smartphones on them, use them immediately at any time in any posture, and above all, 

find every function of other media devices in just one device. Moreover, in the specific 

cultural context of South Korea where young girls cannot secure sufficient leisure time or 

the opportunities for socializing due to extremely arduous schedules and constant 

surveillance from parents or teachers, smartphones add much more value for high school 

girls. The interviewees could use smartphones during the short breaks between classes or 

on the move. They could multitask through smartphones while studying, eating, or even 

sleeping. They could be always connected to their friends with whom they could not have 

enough offline quality time. Moreover, they could play mobile games or interact with 
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friends via smartphones, escaping the vigilance of parents or teachers. For these reasons, 

Korean high school girls establish a strong attachment to smartphones.  

For the second research question asking how South Korean high school girls 

socialize through mobile messengers, such as Kakao Talk, and how these activities are 

related to their social capital and social networks, the result supports the existing studies 

maintaining that communication technologies compensate for the absence of social 

capital (Ellison et al., 2007; Wellman et al., 2002). Also, the interviewees answered that 

Korean high school girls mainly supplement and develop their strong tie relationships by 

the seamless interactions via mobile messengers, and thus increase their bonding social 

capital. While this research could not discover clear evidence for supporting the studies 

that lopsidedly stress the positive influence of using communication technologies on 

one’s weak ties (Chen, 2013; Constant et al., 1996; Donath & Boyd, 2004; Ellison et al., 

2007; Steinfield et al., 2009), the result supports the reinforcement hypothesis arguing 

that communication technologies increase bonding social capital (Boase et al., 2006; 

Boase, 2008; Brooks et al., 2011; Chen, 2013; Ellison et al., 2007; J. J. Jones et al., 

2013). Since the desire for social interactions of the interviewees was so strong, they 

were dissatisfied with their scarce social opportunities caused by realistic restrictions. 

Thus, mobile messengers, especially the group chat rooms provided by the mobile 

messengers played a huge role as an alternative community. These group chat rooms of 

mobile messengers allowed virtual places for the interviewees to communicate with other 

members of their intimate group at any time. Here, the interviewees had an everyday 

conversation, exchanged useful information, and they also felt a sense of belonging and a 

sense of intimacy with other members in the chat rooms. In this manner, Korean high 

school girls maintain and develop their social networks with strong ties, and increased 

their bonding social capital. Though this result contradicts the existing studies claiming 
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that communication technologies exert more influences on weak ties than strong ties 

(Constant, Sproull, & Kiesler, 1996; Donath & Boyd, 2004; Ellison et al., 2007; 

Steinfield, DiMicco, Ellison, & Lampe, 2009), it does not mean that communication 

technologies are always associated with strong ties and bonding social capital rather than 

weak ties and bridging social capital, but means that the result may differ according to the 

specific context of research.  

For the third research question asking how South Korean high school girls 

socialize through mobile social games connected to mobile messengers, and how these 

activities are related to their social capital and social networks, the interviewees answered 

that playing mobile social games is helpful for them to maintain or develop their strong 

tie relations rather than weak tie relations. This result also conflicts with the earlier 

studies arguing that communication technologies or video games such as MMOGs affect 

one’s weak tie networks more than one’s strong tie relationship (Chen, 2013; Constant et 

al., 1996; Donath & Boyd, 2004; Ellison et al., 2007; Huvila et al., 2010; Kobayashi, 

2010; Steinfield et al., 2009; Trepte et al., 2012). As a common and efficient promotion 

tool, mobile social games give more rewards to the gamers who make more in-game 

interactions, such as sending invitations, with their social networks. This gaming 

mechanism successfully made the interviewees interact more with weak ties in their 

mobile messenger contact list, and lure the non-gamers to the games. However, those 

interactions with the weak ties were conducted only for the in-game rewards which will 

increase their competitiveness in the games, and those behaviors rarely developed the 

relations or caused constant communication. Instead, the mobile social game publishers 

seemed to exploit the interviewees’ week tie networks to increase the number of users. 

On the other hand, the interviewees constantly interacted with their strong ties by 

cooperating or competing with one another through mobile social games. Unlike the 
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interactions with their weak ties, the interactions with their strong ties tended to trigger 

constant online and offline interactions among the interviewees. 

The last research question asked if Korean high school girls’ attachment to 

smartphones is related to smartphone addiction. The results here revealed that it is still 

inconclusive even though all of the interviewees regarded themselves as smartphone 

addicts. These self-diagnoses were based only on their perceived smartphone overuse, not 

on clear criteria for addiction. This research modified Young’s (1997, 1998a) criteria for 

Internet addiction by simply exchanging the ‘Internet’ with ‘smartphone’ to examine the 

interviewees’ smartphone use. Most of the interviewees fulfilled at least five 

requirements, including preoccupation with smartphones, failure in controlling 

smartphone use, or feeling irritation or anxiety when stop using smartphones. According 

to Young’s criteria which diagnose someone as an addict if he or she meets more than 

five requirements, the interviewees seemed to be at risk of smartphone addiction. 

Moreover, this research also revealed that their smartphone overuse caused problems in 

their daily lives or their academic performance. However, they were also trying to solve 

realistic problems, such as the limited opportunities for offline socializing, by using 

smartphones rather than escaping from the problematic situations by using them. Thus, 

unlike the earlier studies insisting that media overuse damages offline relations by 

making the users immersed in online relations (Kandell, 1998; Whang et al., 2003; 

Young, 1998a, 1998c), Korean high school girls’ smartphone use helps them to 

supplement or even develop their deficient offline relationships.  

Meanwhile, some causes of addiction discovered from the interviews were similar 

to the causes revealed by the existing studies. One of them was that media addiction is 

closely related to the interactivity of the media or software. As many previous studies 

argued that interactive applications of the Internet or interactive online games can lead 
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the users to addiction (Chappell et al., 2006; Chou et al., 1999; Griffiths, 1997; Gruesser 

et al., 2007; Hussain & Griffiths, 2009; Kandell, 1998; Kelly, 2004; M.-S. Lee et al., 

2007; Ng & Wiemer-Hastings, 2005; Yee, 2006; 1998b), interviewees regarded the 

interactivity of smartphone applications or games as a cause of addiction.  

In sum, though it is true that South Korean high school girls depend on their 

smartphones excessively, and there is growing concern about adolescents’ smartphone 

addiction, their smartphone use also has positive effects on their everyday lives. Since 

there is no consensus about the diagnostic criteria for smartphone addiction yet, it is very 

risky to regard their excessive use of smartphones as addiction even though many of the 

answers from the interviewees fulfil the requirements of the existing criteria for media 

addiction. This research does not argue that Korean high school girls are not addicted to 

smartphones, but suggests that constant studies on smartphone addiction should be 

conducted to diagnose one’s smartphone use as addiction. To establish clear criteria for 

smartphone addiction will be the first step to explore the risk of addiction. 

According to the interviewees of this research, what is obvious is that South 

Korean high school girls are creating their own digitalized peer culture by accepting 

virtual spaces in order to supplement the restrictions in reality. For South Korean high 

school girls, the dichotomous thinking of space-whether it happens online or offline-

seems to be meaningless with the boundary between the two beginning to blur. By 

shifting between the real world and the virtual world frequently, they are forming their 

own peer communities, communicating with one another, and developing their peer 

relationship. To sum up, the smartphone with its two core applications-mobile 

messengers and mobile social games-surely became an essential and exceptional 

alternative space for South Korean high school girls, profoundly affecting various social 

relationships and possibility impairing their abilities to “do without” smartphones. 
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This research has the limitation in its relatively small sample size. However, the 

purpose of this research was not to generalize the effects of using smartphones or 

demonstrate causal relations by analyzing statistical data. Rather, it seeks to establish a 

foundation and propose a direction for further studies by probing in-depth discussions 

with teenage girls. The study is a qualitative study providing deep insights into the 

interactions between devices (smartphones), content (the games), and social conditions of 

use (sheltered teenage girls, somewhat deprived of opportunities for offline social 

interactions). Unlike traditional media with its limited functions, the recent technologies 

for smart devices allow many different functions on one device and thus how people use 

these devices is very diverse. Further studies may be able to produce meaningful results 

as the researchers focus on the complex effects of these devices on human relationships, 

including focusing on ascertaining the diagnostic criteria for media addiction.  
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Appendix 1: Interview Questions 

1. General Questions (Everyday Life, Social Opportunities, and Digital Device Use) 

• Please tell me about your daily routine. 

• How do you communicate with your friends? (Online, Offline, etc.) 

• Which digital devices do you own and which devices do you use the most? 

2. Smartphone Use & Addiction 

• What kind of activities do you usually do with your smartphone? 

• What is the main difference between smartphones and other digital devices? 

• How do you use your smartphone in everyday lives? 

• When and how long do you use your smartphones? 

• How does using smartphones affect your everyday lives? 

3. Mobile Messengers 

• How do you communicate with your friends or acquaintances through smartphones? 

• When, how, and with whom do you communicate through mobile messengers? 

• How does communicating through mobile messengers affect your relations with 

others? 

4. Mobile Social Games 

• What kind of games do you play? (Genres and platforms) 

• Are there any differences between mobile social games and other types of games? 

• If you prefer mobile social games to other games, what is the reason? 

• How and with whom do you play mobile social games?  

• How does playing mobile social games affect your relations with others?  

5. Closing Comments 

• How will you define your smartphone, mobile messengers, and mobile social games? 
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• Tell me if you could not tell during the interview or ask me if you have any questions. 
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Appendix 2: Interview Protocol 

1. Self-Introduction  

• Interviewers should introduce themselves including 1) name, 2) job, and 3) affiliation. 

 Ex) My name is Hogeun Seo, and I am a graduate student studying in the department 

of Radio-Television-Film at the University of Texas at Austin. 

2. Research Introduction 

• Interviewers should introduce the current study, including 1) the purpose and 2) the 

brief outline of this research 

 Ex) This research is a master’s thesis and we are exploring how Korean high school 

girls are using smartphones, how using smartphones such as mobile messaging or mobile 

social gaming affects Korean high school girls’ everyday lives and peer relations. 

3. Interview Introduction 

• Interviewers should introduce the interview process, including 1) the time required, 

and 2) the interviewee’s right to refuse to answer. 

 Ex) This interview will take about one hour. When you answer the questions, please 

feel free to give any comments. This interview will be conducted more like a peer 

conversation than a formal interview. Also, you can refuse to answer to any questions if 

you do not want. 

4. Information on Audio Recording 

• Interviewers should inform that the interview will be 1) audio-recorded, 2) transcribed, 

and 3) destroyed after the research completion. 

 Ex) This interview will be recorded using a voice recorder embedded in my 

smartphone. The records will be destroyed when this research is completed. Based on 

these files, I will make a transcript for each interview for research analysis. 
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5. Information on Privacy and Confidentiality 

• Interviewers should inform that 1) the interviewees will be referred to by alphabet 

symbols and 2) the interview files will be stored in a locked folder. 

 Ex) You will be referred to in this paper by alphabet symbols in order to protect your 

anonymity. To maintain the confidentiality of the research data, the researcher will make 

a separate folder which is locked with a password in the researcher’s laptop computer so 

that no one could access the data. 

6. Information on Risks and Benefits 

• Interviewers should inform that 1) this interview has no foreseeable risks and 2) the 

interviewees will not receive direct benefit from participating in this study. 

 Ex) The potential risk to the participants is no greater than everyday life and you will 

receive no direct benefit from participating in this study.  

7. Consent Forms 

• Interviewers should 1) make the interviewees read the consent form, 2) let them know 

their participation is voluntary, 3) make them ask any questions before the interview 

begins, and 4) ask them to sign the consent form. 

 Ex) The purpose of this form is to provide you information that may affect your 

decision as to whether or not to participate in this research study. I will answer any of 

your questions. Read the information below and ask any questions you might have before 

deciding whether or not to take part. If you decide to be involved in this study, please 

sign for this consent form. Your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to 

participate at all or, if you start the study, you may withdraw at any time. 

8. Interview Questions 
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• Interviewers should ask the interview questions. Interviewers can include additional 

questions, or exclude specific questions in accordance with the atmosphere of each 

interview. 

9. Closing Comment 

• Interviewers should 1) give the interviewees the email address for future concerns and 

2) appreciate the interview participation. 

 Ex) I’ll give you my email address. If you have any concerns or questions, please feel 

free to contact me. Thank you very much for your participation. Your contribution will 

help this research a lot. 
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