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Abstract

Brand loyalty plays a key role in establishing a presence in the social media market. Kakao, one

of the most popular Korean mobile applications, was selected in this study to explore the brand

loyalty factors. One-on-one in-depth interviews were conducted among Korean customers in the

U.S. Findings suggested that Kakao was able to establish a connection between their brand and

their customers based on the following factors: brand image, trust, easy access, and cost. These

factors would strengthen Kakao’s brand loyalty even when users have some complaints about the

brand. For example, some users said that their satisfaction tends to be reduced when Kakao

implements business channels for an organization. Users said they started to feel “annoyed” and

“distrust” as they received promotional messages through the business communication channels.

However, it would later be discovered that despite some of the conflicts with the brand itself,

Koreans still established a strong loyalty presence with the Kakao brand and have shown

reluctance to switch to mobile applications because of the amount of time invested in the

application.

Keywords: Brand, brand loyalty, trust, Kakao, mobile communication, relationship
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Factors of Brand Loyalty: Kakao Case Study

1. Introduction

Kakao Talk is a notable technological branch of Kakao Corp. KakaoTalk is the number

one communication in South Korea (Kim, 2022). It has been able to establish an efficient way

for users to communicate with each other through updated mobile features that the application

offers. Over the past decade KakaoTalk has dominated the South Korean market in the mobile

application space. Kakao Talk was first introduced into the market as an instant messenger

application in 2010 (Kauweloa, 2014). It is hard to deny that it has had an economic impact on

South Korea’s GDP. In 2014, South Korea had an estimate of around 15 million mobile

application users, while 4 million of those users operated Kakao (Kauweloa, 2014). In 2019,

Kakao has over 55 million users, while the instant messenger sector in total has registered around

133 million (Kauweloa, 2014). Kakao has been at the forefront of relationship building with its

consumers for a long time.

Kakao provides a useful and flexible tool for customers to communicate and interact with

organizations. Kakao prioritizes its customers’ privacy and provides a safe communication

channel for their audiences. Moreover, during the Covid 19 pandemic, Kakao also worked with

various organizations to boost their communication with Korean publics (Kakao Corp., n.d.). To

explore the potentials of Kakao as a relationship building tool, this research aims to examine the

factors of Kakao’s brand loyalty.

Particularly, this study conducted one-on-one interviews with graduate students from a

larger public university in Hawaii to answer the following research questions: 1) What are some

factors that builds brand loyalty for Kakao? and 2) How do customers feel about organizations’
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using relationship building strategies by using Kakao? By answering these questions, this paper

will present an argument on ways that different brand factors could improve the Kakao brand.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Brand Loyalty

Brand loyalty is the embodiment of a brand. In order to create “brand loyalty,” the brand

itself must create a positive image for its customers that will lead to a brand preference for their

customers over time (Shin et al., 2019). As brand loyalty rises for customers, more will feel

reluctant to worry about prices or any other aspects that might hinder their desire to buy from

that particular company. The customer feels an essence of loyalty to that brand, no matter the

faults that the company may have, such as controversial dilemmas (Shin et al., 2019). In

addition, brand loyalty gives the company influence over the consumer. For example, companies

would have bargaining power over distribution channels, premium pricing, reduced cost, and

protection over new entry products (Ishak, Ghani, & Hasmini, 2013)Another definition of brand

loyalty as it pertains to the brand’s marketing strategy is when the authors explains that, “Brand

Loyalty in marketing has been associated with a positive perception by consumers towards the

brand while Customer Loyalty has been associated with the spending power of consumers

induced by various loyalty programs” (Ishak et al., 2013, p. 188). Creating these different

approaches has progressed in gaining attraction to the brand’s product.

Brand loyalty also enhances its’ marketing ability. When a customer is satisfied, then that

customer will spread their satisfaction by “word of mouth” which will boost a noncustomer's

desire to purchase the company products as well (Shin et al., 2019). Brand loyalty is a way to

build trust with the customer, for that customer to continue having relations with the company.

As long as the company’s brand image is positive, it will continue to expand because of the
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increase of followers that it has reached. The term loyalty implies that there is a certain bias

between the customer and the company. As the authors state, “loyalty is a biased response

towards a brand or product expressed over a period of time and is defined by the purchase

pattern of a decision-making unit which may be an individual, a household or a firm” (p. 2). A

customer’s decision-making to purchase a product from that particular company, is influenced by

the conscious bias of trust that the customer has for that brand” (Ishak et al., 2013).

Previously, scholars studied brand loyalty with multiple different factors such as the level

of trust, perceived switching costs, brand image, quality of services, and the perceived value of

the brand over others (i.e., Chakraborty, 2019; Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001; Ebrahim, 2019).

2.2. Brand Reputation & Commitment

Shin et al. (2019) explains customer’s commitment in the following quote, “Consumers

who are committed to a brand are referred to as brand loyal customers while those who lack

attachment to the brand are called spurious consumers” (p. 4). In order for the company to

sustain brand loyalty, the brand creates a stable reputation for its customers to rely on. A

company’s brand reputation is dictated by the level of attractiveness. Additionally, in the future,

if the company wants to sell its products at a premium price, then it would be justified in doing

so because they have a strong following (Shin et al., 2019). As the brand’s trust continues to rise,

so does the image. Creating a positive image for the customer is what allows the company to

continue to expand into the market (Shin et al., 2019). Having a strong market presence will

allow that company to increase its sales, because of the trust that was built by its reputation. The

customer experience is a main factor in whether that individual wants to purchase that product or

not (Ishak et al., 2013). For example, when customers have been introduced to the different

promotions that these brands offer, it creates a level of interest for the customer. Brands like to
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tie in humanitarian efforts to their sales. When hurricane Katrina happened, Nike donated a

portion of their sales, to the Red Cross foundation, in efforts to support relief to the victims. That

created a positive image, and allowed that customer to fulfill a sense a purpose when purchasing

their products.

Commitment gives an essence of loyalty from the customer. In addition to that, it dictates

on how that customer feels about that product and whether or not they will continue to support

the brand long term (Ishak et al., 2013). Scholars said, “commitment has been regarded as the

main predictor of consequences in relationship marketing” (Shin et al., 2019, p. 3). Brand

commitment to sum up is the trait of maintaining a relationship with the customer and on the

other end the customer keeping a relationship with the company. Brand commitment leads to

increased revenue for the company as more people are willing to purchase more, as they have

established loyalty towards that brand. Even during a public relations problem, having customers

committed will not deter their loyal customers from stepping away from the brand. As the article

states, “the practical implication is that firms with a larger pool of committed customers profit

from an increase in selling price, lower customer switching, positive word of mouth, higher

purchasing power” (Shin et al., 2019, pp. 5-6). Brand commitment cannot happen without the

customer’s first-time experience purchasing that product.

The authors also state that loyalty would be influenced by brand equity or perceived

quality. On the other side of this statement, we must also understand “customer loyalty.”

Scholars explain that customer loyalty is, “a deeply held commitment to re-buy or re-patronize a

preferred product or service consistently in the future despite situational influences and

marketing efforts having the potential to cause switching behavior” (Ishak et al., 2013, p. 191).

As customers continue to express their loyalty towards the product, then the brand itself will see
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an influx of new traffic of customers. Customer commitment is important to the brand because it

causes the brand to be able to adapt to its audience as well. For example, brands will be able to

collect data from their customers in an effort to improve their product from the feedback that

they receive.

In the next sections, organizations’ brand loyalty strategies were explored, particularly,

on social media. A few organizations were selected that have a strong brand image: Nike, Gucci,

and WhatsApp. The reason why these brands were selected is because they are one of the

prominent brands in their category and their social media campaign is similar to what Kakao

does with its marketing. Nike is one of the top contributors in the sports apparel category, and

they use a lot of social media marketing when it comes to offering promotional deals for their

items. Gucci is also the same way, as they not only offer promotional deals, but they use social

media to build communication with their audience, as they are one of the top sellers in luxury

brand apparel. Finally, WhatsApp was used to correlate the similarities from a technological

standpoint with Kakao. WhatsApp is an instant messenger application, just like Kakao, but ended

up expanding into brand advertising and customer relations.

2.3. Brand loyalty: Nike

As one of the leading sports brand in the world, Nike has had a long history of taking

over the sports industry in its efforts to be the face of sports apparel. Nike has also used different

promotions to boost its support with its customers. By relating to all generations of young and

old. The company created a sports brand that is accommodating to all walks of life (Yeo et al.,

2020). Nike was able to create a brick-and-mortar facility that was able to increase the

customer’s satisfaction. As more customers are drawn into the physical store that Nike has

created, more start to spread the word for other customers to come to the store as well. As the
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article states “The layout of the physical store will stimulate the shopping intention of customers,

the in-store stimuli such as smell, color, music, etc. (Lim & Aprianingsih, 2015, p. 936).

Likewise, scholars found a significant relationship between quality of services and brand loyalty

(Yeo et al., 2020).

Nike’s brand strategies have previously been studied by several scholars and they

highlighted important and unique brand loyalty qualities toward the brand (i.e., Dupree, 2020;

Anttonen, 2015; Mustamil, Chung, & Ariff, 2014). For example, based on the brand personality

theory that was discovered, scholars studied how university students felt about the Nike brand

itself, and they found that students associated with the brand outlined the following personality

phrases: “imaginative, cheerful, down to earth, real, charming, trendy, good-looking and

friendly” (Mustamil, Chung, & Ariff, 2014, p. 128).

Nike’s brand image is closely related to their marketing strategies such as, use of social

cause marketing (i.e., Dupree, 2020). Dupree surveyed the impact of Nike’s “move to zero”

campaign in 2019 on the people’s perception about the brand and found that the campaign

messages helped people recognize the importance of the brand and how ultimately it played a

role in developing Nike’s sustainable brand image, trust, and loyalty.

Anttonnen (2015) also emphasized the role of branding, in effort to make one

differentiated from the others and stating that branding is vital for an organization’s success.

Nike is one of the companies who value the customer relationship the most, and the company

utilized innovations and diverse communication strategies, by using digital and social media

channels. Not just selling a product, but Nike’s marketing practices focus more on people’s way

of life. This “lifestyle branding” is getting popular in today’s business (p. 21).
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By using social media, Nike has been able to create a new way of introducing their

products to the public. Using digital marketing has allowed them to contact their customers at a

faster rate. Additionally, Nike doesn’t connect with just athletes, but reaches a wide range of

people. Nike wants to connect with athletes to inspire and enable them to be better. Furthermore,

by using social media, Nike was able to further understand people's needs and preferences as

well. For example, Nike was able to understand that there was a market for people who just like

running and was able to understand the different kinds of groups that run. Nike was able to

successfully build a data chart to organize their customers by the preferences of products they

prefer.

This has been able to give the consumer confidence within the brand. Nike has allowed

customers to give feedback on their product and also send their recommendation for a preference

that they would like to wear. comfort and loyalty to the brand. Much of Nike’s success may be

due to the company’s global marketing strategies such as promotional tours and social media

advertisements. Quality and Price has become a factor in the way customers purchase their

products from Nike (Lim & Aprianingsih, 2015). For example, customers associate their price

with their preference when they are buying a product. Scholars state that, “Customers who have

high brand loyalty are usually ready to pay the additional price for their favorite brand’s products

that they wanted, as price can’t affect their purchase intention easily” (Lim & Aprianingsih,

2015, p. 935).

2.4. Brand loyalty: Gucci

Gucci is one of the top clothing luxury brands in the world and has dominated the social

media space. Gucci has made developments in its image and product, which attracted a large

number of consumers (Nagasawa & Fukunaga, 2014). Additionally, Gucci was able to establish
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techniques that helped the brand to expand as it pertains to social marketing, thus developing a

better way of solidifying a communication channel to connect with the customer base. Gucci was

able to shift its strategy from word of mouth to using social media to boost its brand image. Over

the years Gucci created a large luxury brand of products that they showcase through their social

media website. The goal of this creates a connection between the customer and their daily

lifestyle.

With Gucci’s new strategy of entering the market, we can see that the brand was able to

get a positive reaction. Gucci strived to change its infrastructure, so it would be able to become

more of a global brand. As consumers became more interested over the years, Gucci was able to

create an infrastructure that was beneficial not only to them but to its customers (Nagasawa &

Fukunaga, 2014).

Social media has become a marketing tool for Gucci to expand into the fashion industry.

They created a new network called “the fashion house”, which allowed the brand to access social

media streams such as Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, and other social media platforms. For

example, in 2016, they launched #GucciGram, an instant-initiative where artists were invited to

rework iconic Gucci patterns in any way, they deemed fit. By 2018, Gucci was active on multiple

social media platforms including Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, WeChat, and Snapchat

(Singapore Management University Case, 2021, p. 1). Social media has given Gucci another way

of marketing strategy and showcasing its products to a wider audience. Marketing control has

boosted Gucci’s revenue as the brand became more popular over time. Additionally, marketing

has focused more on the younger generation and has been actively aggressive with its social

media campaign to attack this new market. As the CEO of Gucci stated, “One look at its social
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platforms reveals Gucci’s shift towards being a younger brand with an emphasis on disheveled

beauty, a modern take on la dolce vita” (Peltekoğlu, 2019, p. 7).

2.5. Brand loyalty: WhatsApp

WhatsApp has become a new form of instant messaging for consumers nationwide, thus

increasing its popularity. The popularity was stated by Ahad & Lim (2014) as “WhatsApp, a

mobile instant messaging application, has reached 500 million users worldwide, sharing 700

million photos and 100 million videos daily” (p. 189). WhatsApp has not only served as an

instant messenger application but a way for users to implement different communication

variations with people from all around the world. Through creating a network where people can

communicate with each other globally, WhatsApp has drawn national attention (Kant, 2018).

Having the necessity of quick communication has been the brand’s strength in the current social

media market. WhatsApp has become popular with its consumers because it serves as an

effective way to communicate (i.e., Ahad & Lim, 2014; Lim & Aprianingsih, 2015). WhatsApp

also has several features, as it does not need a password or to be directly contacted by the

customers cell phone and many more features that the application provides.

WhatsApp’s as a brand has fostered a sense of connection with its’ users and more people

feeling a sense of connection with the application. WhatsApp implemented various relationship

building practices including a sense of belongingness and commitment (Lim & Aprianingsih,

2015). Creating that level of trust has initiated users to be more reliant towards the application.

WhatsApp was able to increase trust with its audience with companies that needed to

communicate with its target audience during the Covid 19 pandemic. For example, a fashion

company used the WhatsApp application to communicate with their consumers. Previously,

scholars pointed out that WhatsApp resolved communication problems during the Covid-19
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pandemic for businesses (Sugiyantoro et al., 2022). Creating trust with the public and company,

has allowed WhatsApp to expand its’ value to both parties, because of the importance that the

messaging application has become. We can see this because WhatsApp has been widely used by

multiple groups such as students, employers, employees, community leaders and many more

(Sugiyantoro, 2022).

2.6. Kakao’s Brand Strategy

Kakao is one of the most popular mobile applications within South Korea and has a total

of over 70 million users. It is safe to say that Kakao is the face of the social media world within

South Korea. For example, about 87 percent of South Korea’s population uses Kakao Talk

(Digital Business Lab, 2020). Kakao and Korea’s other social media platform Naver, competed

against each other as to who will be the country’s number one communication application. In

2014, Kakao and Dauem had merged which was considered to be a big step for Kakao. Daum

had over 200 web portals second to only Naver and Kakao saw this as a huge opportunity to

expand their web awareness.

In 2010, Kakao had only 5 million users and saw a rapid growth of subscribers to around

40 million users in less than 5 years. Kakao has now started expanding thinner brands to fit the

needs of other sectors within South Korea. For example, the company itself has created Kakao

Friends, Taxi, Games, Pay and Bank. Kakao’s CEO has also stated that he wanted to move the

brand globally to other parts of the world such as Indonesia, Malaysia, and other Asian countries

(Park, 2021).

The public can use the applications in multiple ways. Kakao Talk consists of different

features such as Kakao Bank, Kakao Taxi, and Kakao Transit, and can even access various

educational curriculums (Park, 2021). Additionally, more people have been attracted to the
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Kakao mobile application for their everyday needs, as the application continues to rise in

popularity. The more customers become dependent on Kakao, the wider the range of access that

Korean companies will have to a multitude of customer bases (Ross & Okel, 2018).

Kakao’s mission is to improve expectations with its customers as it relates to building a

safe brand. One of the things that KakaoTalk did was to prioritize privacy for its users. This way

outside members will not have access to the subscriber’s communication channel (Kakao Corp,

n.d.). Creating a safe atmosphere for users to freely communicate with their target audience, has

been one of the main benefactors in the reason why Kakao’s trust among the people has

continued to progress over the years.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, Kakao also worked with various hospitals to give

health checks to the public. This caused a boost in communication between South Korea’s public

and various hospitals throughout the country (Kakao Corp, n.d.). As we can see, many business

sectors including hospitals are very dependent on Kakao, because it gives them direct access to

different communities compared to other platforms (Kakao Corp, n.d.). Not only that, Kakao has

started a new feature for new creators, so they can use the application to access the global

market.

Customers can use Kakao abroad as well. There are different versions of Kakao, one for

international and the other for South Korea. People who use the Kakao application

internationally do not have the same features as those in South Korea. For example, Kakao Bank

does not operate overseas like it does in Korea. You will not be able to connect your U.S. bank to

your Kakao application like you would if you were to use the South Korean application.

However, you still use Kakao messenger and Kakao call internationally to connect with your

friends and family. From this study, I was able to interview people who used the international
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and domestic Kakao applications and received feedback on their experience of using the

application.

2.7. Research Questions

This research is to understand the importance of brand loyalty and how it impacts the

consumer. Particularly, the goal of this study is to analyze Kakao and to understand how they

were able to build trust with their user base. The following research questions are proposed:

RQ1: What are some factors that builds brand loyalty for Kakao?

RQ2: How do customers feel about organizations using relationship-building strategies by using

Kakao?

3. Method

3.1. Interview

This interview study was conducted one-on-one, with people who are using Kakao

regularly. This qualitative research practice allows a researcher to gather data to conclude how

and why certain consumer behaviors and opinions affect the way people use messaging

applications. For example, in this study, the interview data would provide us insight on how

people use Kakao services. Additionally, showing how much people are loyal to the Kakao brand

and identifying what brand loyalty factors are significant among the users. During this process, it

was discovered that 7 out of the 21 participates used the U.S version of the application, while the

rest used the Korean version of Kakao.

In their WhatsApp study, Bueno-Roldán & Röder (2022) conducted interviews to

evaluate brand trust between customers and messaging applications highlighting some benefits

of the online interview method. This gives credit to the study that was conducted as it has been

shown to be productive and was given positive feedback towards their data collection.
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In this study, Kakao users include people who are using either the American or Korean

version of the application. The main differences are that Kakao users in America do not have the

same features as Kakao users in South Korea. For example, Kakao Hair Salon, Taxi and Bank

are not used in the United States, the Kakao version in America is somewhat limited. This

interview took place in the U.S. and participants were mainly recruited from the large public

university in Hawaii.

Interviews were recorded and transcribed to understand common patterns. The next step

was to get approval from the IRB committee. During that process, I had to give details on what

my research is and how important this study is. To conduct the research, the committee needed to

approve this practice. During the application period for the IRB, I had to submit the interview

questions that I would be giving to the participants and an outline of the type of consent form

that I would be using to make sure that both parties were protected. After the details were

submitted and the approval was given. The research was set to be conducted and edited after the

approval was given.

3.2. Participants

Participants were recruited from the University of Hawaii at Manoa from ages ranging

from 20 to 40 years old. A total of 21 participants were recruited from having used the Kakao

service previously. The respondents’ identities were not disclosed. The recruitment process to

gather interviewees was done outside the East-West Center on campus. The East-West Center is

an educational institution for international students and professionals around the world

(https://www.eastwestcenter.org/about). The researcher was able to walk up and ask the

participants if they were willing to conduct the interview. Additionally, further communication
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was done by email as it relates to scheduling a specific date and time to conduct the Zoom call

interview.

3.3. Measures

To answer the two research questions—What are some factors that builds brand loyalty

for Kakao? and how do customers feel about organizations’ relationship-building strategies by

using Kakao? —the following interview questions were asked.

First, participants’ use of social media and Kakao services was asked. There are similar

mobile platforms such as LINE or WhatsApp. Interview questions asked what mobile/social

media channels they mostly use to communicate with other people and businesses.

Then, participants’ current level of brand loyalty was explored by asking how much

people think they are loyal to Kakao services and brands (i.e., Ebrahim, 2019) as well as factors

of brand loyalty. Based on the previous research, the level of trust, switching costs, brand image,

service quality, and perceived value were explored (Ebrahim, 2019).

Finally, participants who used the Kakao service with businesses (such as KakaoTalk

Channel) were asked to examine the brand’s potential to build relationships with organizations

(see Appendix B for a full interview questionnaire).

4. Results

Twenty-one in-depth interviews were conducted for this research study from people who

used the Korean version of Kakao and people who used the American version of Kakao

application. All respondents were between the ages of 23 and 42. Each interview was conducted

between 15 to 30 minutes, on Zoom call. During this process, data was gathered and transcribed

into the results that you see below.

4.1. Demographics
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Participant Gender Age Nationality Education Occupation

A Female 35 South Korean Graduate

student

Student

B Female 34 South Korean Graduate

Student

Student

C Male 27 South Korean Graduate

Student

Student

D Female 28 American Graduate

Student

Student

E Female 26 American Graduate

Student

Student

F Female 31 South Korean Graduate

Student

Student

G Female 36 South Korean Graduate

Student

Student

H Female 29 South Korean Graduate

Student

Student

I Female 33 South Korean Graduate

Student

Student

J Female 30 South Korean Graduate Student
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K Female 28 South Korean Graduate

Student

Student

L Female 32 South Korean Graduate

Student

Student

M Female 42 American Graduate

Student

Student

N Female 34 South Korean Graduate

Student

Student

O Female 25 South Korean Graduate

Student

Student

P Male 26 South Korean Graduate

Student

Student

Q Female 29 American Graduate Student

R Female 38 American Graduate

Student

Student

S Male 24 South Korean Graduate

Student

Student

T Female 28 South Korean Graduate

Student

Student

U Female 23 South Korean Graduate Student
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4.2. Analysis

Processing The analysis was started by conducting Zoom interviews and transcribing

them. With the transcribed information that was reviewed over Zoom, the researcher analyzed

the text that was the result of the interviewees. Line by line, I was able to draw parallels between

each participant and their views on the Kakao brand. There were participants who had more

negative views on the communication application and there were some participants who had

positive views on the brand. For example, some participants were satisfied with the quality of

service that the application offered.

Next step, I coded the transcribed texts to identify different brand loyalty factors such as

the brand’s trust, image, accessibility, and cost. Looking through the transcribed information, I

matched each participant into different categories that showed which ones displayed a more

consistent interest in the Kakao brand and the ones showed a weary interest in Kakao. After I had

completed finishing up the categories, I then used the answers that were provided and was able

to determine the positive feedback on how people feel about the Kakao brand. On the other hand,

I identified the negative side of what people feel about the brand. That is how I was able to come

up with the different brand factors and how it was important for the customers to identify them.

Each brand factor was the result of the transcribed information that was collected from the

interviews.

4.2.1. Brand Loyalty Factors

Looking the data, the research was able to show some brand loyalty factors that relates to

the participates. As the transcript became clearer, four factors were discovered, brand image,

trust, easy access, and cost. The participates gave their opinion on how they felt with the Kakao

brand and the impact that it had on their everyday life. In doing so, they were able to highlight
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some of the negatives and positive about the brand as well. Throughout this section, we will look

at the four brand loyalty factors that was discovered and go into detail with some the participate

views. In the end, the data will show parallels between the participates and the brand loyalty

factors.

Brand Image

Brand image refers to how audiences perceive the brand and how they feel about their

experience with the product/service organizations provide (i.e., Aaker, 1997; Surapto,

2020). Establishing a positive brand image influences the way some of the interviewees view

Kakao. Thirteen out of the twenty-one participants felt that Kakao’s image over the years had a

positive and negative effect on their view of the brand. Participant M stated, “Kakao has been in

controversy over the years in the case of their internet services…. people do not feel that the

application is transparent or trustworthy”. Reading the transcript, it was clear that people felt a

sense of pause when discussing “Kakao’s brand image.”

On the other hand, eight out of the twenty-one participants felt like the features Kakao

offers influence them to be more loyal to the Kakao brand. Participant B felt that “Kakao is great

for me because they offer great applications such as Kakao hair salon. I am able to get great deals

with that application.”

Even with the number of features that Kakao offers, it influences a certain population to

draw interest in the application. The Kakao brand image is still not looked at the same level as

other established brand companies such as Lotte and Samsung. I asked participant L if she felt

like Kakao was on the “same level as Samsung or Lotte” and “Do you think they care more

about money than their bigger competitors such as WhatsApp or WeChat.” She said, “Kakao is

not them yet in terms of level…. But I do think they care more about money…. Just like any
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other big brand”. As she answered that, it became prevalent that she had an idea of the

foundation of the Kakao brand through the media. She later went into detail after I asked her “Do

you think Kakao works hard to satisfy customers like you?”. She stated, “Yes I think so….I have

been using Kakao for 8 years and I use it to talk to my coworkers or establish projects with

them”. Kakao establishes different features to accommodate each customer’s needs and wants,

but in large part most of the participants felt satisfied with the quality of service that Kakao

provided. Establishing a certain belief with the brand itself is something that many organizations

try to do when creating their image. According to the article it talks about the impact of making

consumers believe and the effects that it has on later returns. The Brand image as "a series of

brand associations associated with a brand's memory, usually in a meaningful way" and can be

defined as a combination of consumers' perceptions and beliefs about a brand” (Aaker, 1997).

Brand Trust

Brand trust means “building and maintaining a trusting and long-lasting relationship

with the consumer” (Surapto, 2020, p. 163). Most of the interviewees also mentioned brand

trust. For example, brand trust was one characteristic that most of the participants felt was

lacking from the Kakao brand. The recent controversy with the firewall crash and level of

transparency being implemented, majority of the participants felt the perception of Kakao was

no different from any other established Korean brand in South Korea. One participant said “I

cannot trust Kakao, because the recent scandal that is happening shows that none of our

messages are safe.” Brand trust is one trait that leads many customers to return to the

application. These findings have shown that people value the trust of the brand more than the

appearance. As time goes on, more people from the interview see that the recent controversy

influenced their view on Kakao. Participant K stated that she felt uncomfortable by the recent
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news on Kakao, “I felt worried because a lot of my communication is through Kakao…. I

cannot help but think that someone is watching me”. Recent allegations have been broadcasted

through social media regarding the Kakao controversy. It led some of the participants, like K, to

have a sense of doubt and lack of trust in the Kakao brand.

Kakao has created a presence in South Korea as the face of communication applications.

Kakao’s goal was to establish a channel for individuals to communicate with loved ones on a

secure network. Kakao is attempting to create “Brand trust” by allowing users to prioritize their

application over other competitors in terms of communicating with various individuals.

Additionally, the Kakao brand is strong within South Korea, however, this means the importance

of the brand is necessary as well. One of the interviewees stated that she uses Kakao to

communicate with her family and friends because it is the main application that she uses for

communication, as she studies in the United States. She says “I used Kakao maybe 4 hours a day

and I mainly use it to communicate with my mother……. Kakao is the only application that I

used to communicate with her because she does not have any other communication application”.

Viewing this, the trust factor plays a role in the way people use the application to communicate.

It is important because there are many people who feel that this is the main way to communicate

with their loved ones. Therefore, for people to want to communicate with their family, the Kakao

communication application must establish a level of trust. In another interview, Participate P said

that she felt uncomfortable because of the controversy with Kakao. She stated” It is big news in

Korea currently…… people were upset because they could not access their information”.

Kakao’s brand image took a media hit and left consumers to question Kakao’s motives.

Easy access
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 Participants emphasized an easy access and operation as an important factor when using the

app. The data showed that people in South Korea prefer the Kakao application because of its

functionality. Participant G stated how she has been using the messaging application since 2013

and how Kakao back then was simple and easy to operate. She says “I have been using Kakao

for maybe…. 10 years and it is something that I have gotten used to because I could message my

family quickly and they can message me quickly as well”. Kakao, allows customers to have easy

access to the application, with a simple download and guides to teach individuals how to use the

application. Kakao messaging has become one of the top applications within the South Korean

social media space. The availability becomes even more prevalent as time goes on due to the

quality of service that the app provides. Participant C stated that she felt that she had no trouble

using “Kakao” while messaging her family. She said “Kakao is no different from “WhatsApp”

when I am texting my family…. so that is why I use Kakao because I don’t see the difference”.

Kakao provides easy access to communicate with people around the country and has helped

boost its popularity within South Korea.

In an effort to become a global brand, Kakao Communication needs to install the same

features that are in the Korean Application with the American version of the app. Participant “N”

highlighted that she felt “limited” in the amount of uses she could operate the application. She

states” Sometimes it is frustrating that I cannot use Kakao bank like my Korean bank, it would

be very useful for me to use my American bank account with my Kakao”. Users should not be

limited in the number of features they can use according to some of the participants that use the

“American” Kakao application. Easy access has been a positive for the customers, but there are

still some modifications that need to be made for the global consumers. Participate D talked

about the speed of texting with Kakao, this person stated “I have no problem texting with my
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family when I am using it…. It is quick”. Having a speedy service is a benefit that allows people

to want to use the application. As Kakao is a new convenience for the consumer.

Brand Equity

Brand equity is the actual support costs incurred during the applicable period for brand

advertising, marketing, and media activities (Kirk et al. ,2013). Cost and marketing are

something that many marketing mangers look at when they want to promote their products. In

doing so understanding the value of Kakao is something that consumers and organizations attach

themselves to when building that relationship with their favorite brand. The article gives a more

in-depth insight on what brand Equity is and how it impacts company from a marketing

perspective. Successful brand development is a vital for a firm’s success and marketers run

different communication and business strategies to create “added values” for their brand (Keller,

2003; Kirk et al., 2013).

Finally, low or no costs using the application was another important brand loyalty factor of

Kakao. Like other mobile applications such as WhatsApp, downloading Kakao is free on mobile

and web. People can use the application freely without worrying about paying a premium plan,

which attracted some of the participants that were interviewed to use the application. Participant

“B” stated “I think that Kakao being free is important, I do not have to pay money to talk to my

friends…. I can just use the internet and speak to them anytime I want”. Cost friendly

communication applications such as Kakao help draw interest from the public, in doing so helps

boost the brand’s image over time.

During the interview, I also asked each participant how they would feel if Kakao were to

implement a premium service fee on their mobile application. Participant K stated that it depends

on the price of the fee. She stated “I can’t see myself using a different app, however I would feel
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bothered and might consider another application that is free.” Going through each transcript, it is

prevalent to say that each customer's loyalty is contingent on if the application is free or not.

Cost influences the way that customer will stay with the application or not. To confirm this

theory, I asked participant O, if Kakao were to install a fee would you switch over to another

such as Facebook messenger or WhatsApp. She replied with “yes” and then went on to say “I

honestly don’t see many Korean’s staying with Kakao if that were to happen, they will just move

on to an app that is free.” Kakao’s brand loyalty is not sustainable but could fluctuate if it does

not fit that customer’s needs. Kakao is still a growing brand that looks to enter the international

market. One of its attractive features is that the application is “free” and it does not come with

any kind of fee service. If Kakao wants to establish a firm presence in the market in terms of

brand trust and cost, then they must be willing to hold off from implementing a fee service on the

application. The value of the Kakao brand dictates the market within the sector itself.

4.2.2. Relationship building strategies

Regarding the second research question, how do customers feel about organizations’

using relationship building strategies by using Kakao? Below, we will see some of the

information that was retrieved from the interviews. Here we will see some of the pros and cons

of how consumers feel about organizations using relationship building strategies on them and

what are some of the nuances we can see to determine the right direction that the Kakao brand

should focus on moving forward.

Promotions

During the discussion with participants, one thing that each person paralleled in their

response to not necessarily needing the Kakao social media because they “like” it, but the need

to connect with loved ones from their native country. Through examining the transcript, it is
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important to note that the participants have used other social media applications such as Line,

Facebook Messenger, and other communication applications while they were staying in the

United States. 16 out of the 21 participants felt Kakao as a brand is not transparent and cannot be

trusted. As the result of past scandals, such as the firewall crashing and the transparency of being

monitored. However, 13 out of the 21 participants felt that Kakao did satisfy them as a customer

because of the promotional advertisements that businesses send through Kakao. For example,

one participant stated that she enjoys using “Kakao Hair Salon” because they offer discount

options. Terms lead her to build more trust with the Kakao brand. Promotions are done in a

variety of ways. but the main figure has been the use of social media. Social media technology

has allowed customers to spread the word on their favorite brand and created social network for

others to follow that brand as well. Scholars suggested that customers’ information sharing

practices can influence the customers’ brand perception development (Siagian et al., 2022). From

their recent study, Siagian and his colleagues (2022) emphasized the role of electronic word of

mouth in affecting perceived brand loyalty (p. 1155).

Kakao has allowed consumers to spread the image of the brand by word of mouth. This is

a form of promotion that held expand the company’s reach to a mass audience across the world.

Participate K talked about how she would tell her friends about the different of Kakao to her

friends by using the Kakao communication application. She says” sometimes my friends and I

would share the “poop” emoji with each other because we thought it was funny… I think that is

something that is a good feature about the app”. Social media technology allows individuals to

share their experiences with each other as it relates to the application. That is why it is becoming

popular across all social media platforms.

Professionalism
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Some participants felt that the Kakao platform was not appropriate for establishing

business relationships. During the interview, one question that was highlighted was “what can

Korean companies do to build relationships with their customers?” Participant O stated “I do not

use Kakao for work…. I think I use it for more casual conversations because I do not feel

comfortable with communication in that type of professional setting…. I use email when I am at

work.” Participant I stated, “I just ignored the messages from those brands because it is not

useful to me”. The results from some of these participants are that they use the application

strictly for communication with their friends and family. They prefer a more casual environment

while using the Kakao application. Looking at the results, most of the participants use their

“email” when they are communicating in a professional environment, so the time that other

Korean companies use to communicate with the consumer, those consumers in large are turned

off by the attempt of these Korean brands communicating with them with the Kakao application,

instead of by email. A professional environment nature needs to be established within the Kakao

brand, so customers can feel a level of trust in opening to communicating with these big

companies within South Korea. Participant J said, “I do not think I would ever use Kakao for

work…. the brand to me was built for casual conversations, I mean that is what I understand

about it”.

Communication frequencies

Communication Frequency is the number of times an individual consumer is likely to be

exposed to the promotional pieces during a marketing campaign (Rama & Massey, 2007).

Scholars have emphasized the need for continued communication efforts by organizations to

reduce uncertainty and increase credibility (i.e., Fisher et al., 1997; Rama & Massey, 2007). This

may one of the reasons communication and marketing practitioners frequently send out messages
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to their customers. However, there are cases when the frequent communication may have

negative impact on the brand. For example, in this current study, 8 out of 21 participants felt that

the constant advertisements that they are frequently sent to them have caused a level of

frustration and determent.

One of the participants from the interview stated that “I felt annoyed because it is not

what I want to see every day”. “It does not serve a purpose to me”, these are statements that

show that Kakao users are very diverse when it comes to the service of the application. 15 out of

the 21 participants said that the insertion of a “fee” would deter them from using the application,

as they feel other applications would be better if they were to be implemented. As most of the

participants feel that they only need to use the application for communication. Participant “M”

says “I do have the option to turn off the messages, but I feel I shouldn't because I don’t know

anyone would want to get random messages all day”. Analyzing the status of the participants,

they look forward to using the mobile application for basic needs and not for exterior motives.

Mainly the participants use the application.

5. Discussion

5.1. Theoretical and Practical Implications

In order for Kakao to make the necessary adjustments, the brand itself will need to focus

on reestablishing their infrastructure to ensure the security for their customer base. In terms of a

global friendly brand. A positive brand image that is customer friendly will draw people to use

the application to engage more with other brands within South Korea. Above in the literature

review, it was highlighted how “Gucci focuses on their marketing strategy and their target

audience. In the quote again it states “With Gucci’s new strategy of entering the market, we can

see that the brand was able to get a positive reaction. Gucci strived to change its infrastructure,
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so it would be able to become more of a global brand. As consumers became more interested

over the years, Gucci was able to create an infrastructure that was beneficial not only to them but

to its customers (Nagasawa & Fukunaga, 2014). Focusing on benefitting the customer instead of

the brand itself. Over time more customers will start to draw towards the Kakao brand as it

becomes user-friendly. As more people start to be concerned over the security issues with the

application, it is good to reassure the public through their marketing strategy to ensure the public

that Kakao will remain transparent during these changes.

In Lim’s study, he highlighted that “WhatsApp” markets the model of a sense of

“commitment” As he stated in the article “WhatsApp’s as a brand has fostered a sense of

connection with its’ users and more people feeling a sense of connection with the application.

WhatsApp implemented various relationship-building practices including a sense of

belongingness and commitment (Lim & Aprianingsih, 2015).” Brand image is everything for

communication application, as countless private conversations are transmitted across the world.

WhatsApp was able to market its brand more to the customers first than the Korean brands that

use the application to communicate with their consumers. As time moves on, the perfect way to

start is to focus less on installing other Kakao features on the application, because from the study

that was conducted, most of the participants do not use the Kakao application features all the

time. Instead, their primary focus is the “communication” side of the application. Kakao will

need to create security measures within their communication firewall. This way it will help

prevent other crashes from happening. Insurance is the best way of strengthening brand trust and

image.

5.2. Conclusion
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During the study, I was able to answer the two questions “What is the most important

factor in building brand loyalty in Kakao?” and “How do organizations' customers feel about

organizations’ building relationship-building strategies with customers by using Kakao?”. Kakao

users showed that they will continue to have strong brand loyalty to Kakao. Kakao has

established strong brand factors over time that helped build that connection with its key base.

However, when it comes to organizational relationship building, there has seemed to be a

pushback from the users, as they were only interested in using the application for their own

personal usage which is messaging. The majority of participants had experience using the

application, some more than most, but they all stated that the reason why they used the Kakao

mobile application, was for communication and that is it. Looking back on the transcript from

the participants, the additional features that Kakao offered such as Kakao Taxi, bank, hair salon,

and other application extended features. Did not cause the users to have an increase or decrease

of interest in the application. They had built that connection throughout the years with the brand

because Kakao had become the main focal point for South Korea’s communication channel.

After a long time of usage, millions of users became more attached to the brand and have

become more reluctant to switch over to another mobile communication application.

Commitment to approving the brand seems like a tall task to accomplish, but the format

was previously established with other brands like Gucci, WhatsApp, and Nike. Their marketing

strategy was more focused on their target audience first and the Korean companies second. Once

they had built their connection with the customers over time, they slowly started to integrate

other brands into their consumer communication channel. Kakao should not focus on growing to

the top fast, but slowly solidify its communication infrastructure from the ground up to build

insurance with their user base. Over time Kakao will see a growth in user rate and brand
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commitment. It is clear that Kakao users in South Korea have a strong “contingent” to the brand.

However, as highlighted, a user loyalty level is not always the deciding factor in whether that

person will still use the Kakao application or not. The brand factors from the data collected

proved that customers could be swayed elsewhere if random changes were emplaced such as

factors like “cost”. Kakao is on the rise in the social media communication space and with the

improvements that are highlighted in the data collection, Kakao could be well off if they follow

those necessary steps for the foreseeable future.
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7. Appendix

7.1. Appendix A. Consent Form

University of Hawai'i
Consent to Participate in a Research Project

Avion Plummer, Principal Investigator
Project title: Factors of Brand Loyalty: Kakao Case Study

Aloha! My name is Avion Plummer. I am a graduate student at the University of Hawai'i at
Mānoa in the School of Communication and Information. As part of the requirements for
earning my MA degree, I am doing a research project.

What am I being asked to do?
If you participate in this project, I will meet with you for an interview on Zoom at and time
convenient for you.

Taking part in this study is your choice.
Your participation in this project is completely voluntary. You may stop participating at any
time. If you stop being in the study, there will be no penalty or loss to you.

Why is this study being done?
The purpose of this study is to examine consumers’ loyalty and connection to the Kakao Talk
application.

What are the risks and benefits of taking part in this study?
I believe there is little risk to you for participating in this research project.

Privacy and Confidentiality:
I will keep all study data securely encrypted on a password protected computer and an external
hard drive. Only my University of Hawai'i advisor and I will have access to the information.

Compensation:
You will receive no compensation for your time and effort in participating in this research
project.

Future Research Studies:
Even after removing identifiers, the data from this study will not be used or distributed for
future research studies.

Questions:
If you have any questions about this study, please call or email me at 8084627732 and
avionp@hawaii.edu You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Ji Young Kim, at 808-956-3353 and
jkim22@hawaii.edu. You may contact the UH Human Studies Program at 808.956.5007 or
uhirb@hawaii.edu to discuss problems, concerns and questions; obtain information; or offer
input with an informed individual who is unaffiliated with the specific research protocol.
Please visit http://go.hawaii.edu/jRd for more information on your rights as a research
participant.

Keep a copy of the informed consent for your records and reference.

http://go.hawaii.edu/jRd
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I give permission to join the research project entitled,
“Factors of Brand Loyalty: Kakao Case Study.”

Please initial next to either “Yes” or “No” to the following:

_____ Yes _____ No I consent to be audio-recorded for the interview portion of this
research.

Name of Participant (Print): ___________________________________________________

Participant’s Signature: _____________________________________________

Signature of the Person Obtaining Consent: ___________________________________

Date: ____________________________
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7.2. Appendix B. Interview Questions

Demographic information

1. Gender: What is your Gender?

2. Age: What is your age?

3. Ethnicity: What is your ethnicity?

4. Education: What is the highest degree you earned (or pursuing now)? What year are

you currently in (if a student)?

5. Occupation: What is your occupation? What type of organization are you working at?

Social media use

6. Social media usage: What social media communication tools do you use? How and

why?

Kakao use

7. How often do you use KakaoTalk for communication?

8. With whom do you use KakaoTalk? Do you use KakaoTalk with businesses (e.g.,

Organizations’ KakaoTalk channels)?

9. What other Kakao services do you use? (e.g., KakaoBank, KakaoTaxi, etc.)

Brand loyalty of Kakao

10. How much do you think you are loyal to Kakao? How and why?

11. Are you prefer using the Kakao services over other similar platforms (e.g., LINE,

WhatsApp)? If so, why?

Brand loyalty factors of Kakao

12. Do you believe Kakao is honest?

13. Do you believe Kakao works hard to satisfy customers like you?
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14. If costs related to switching to another messaging tool are high, do you still prefer

using Kakao?

15. Do you believe Kakao is prestigious and has reputation for high-quality services?

16. Do you believe Kakao offer a quality of service?

17. Do you believe Kakao has value for money compared to competitors?

Relationship Building

18. Have you communicated with organizations via KakaoTalk (business channels)?

19. Do you believe organization can build relationship with their customers by using

KakaoTalk? If so, how and why?


