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Abstract

Social media can act as an invaluable tool that businesses can use as a means of reaching
out and engaging with current and potential customers. Instagram, a Social Network Service
known for its predominance as a photo-and-video focused sharing platform, is often used and
even presented by the company as a tool to drive awareness about a business and pique interest
in the products or services that they offer to its over 700 million users. However, this particular
platform is being employed as more than just an advertising and marketing agent outside of
Canada and the USA. In particular, Instagram in South Korea has transformed into an even more
multifaceted experience, from being used as a product catalogue for retail startups to operating as
a mobile online marketplace where direct, transactional exchange occurs. While social media
platforms are continually being modified to suit the behaviours and attitudes of this
technologically advancing world, Instagram has evolved into a more dynamic online forum for
commercial exchange, further expanding the capacities of Social Commerce. This major research
paper engages in qualitative observations on how Instagram is being utilized in South Korea for
the purposes of marketing, advertising and mobile commerce. Furthermore, several best practices
are outlined on how Instagram can be organized for businesses, particularly startup companies,

through the use of case studies on current South Korean companies.
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I - Introduction

While social media has been around as early as 1997, a new social media renaissance was
ushered through with the advent of Facebook, the technological brainchild of a Harvard dropout
that has pioneered the form of social media that users are most familiar with today. What perhaps
set the Social Networking Services (SNS) beginning with Facebook apart from their older
predecessors was how these platforms exhibited a capacity to adapt and incorporate various
attributes that are subject to the needs of the user and that continues to be the case today. Forms
of social media before Facebook offered very limited functionalities. Certain platforms only
performed Instant Messaging functions, while others offered blogging features; ultimately, forms
of social media before the arrival of Facebook behaved like menu choices, where a user would
choose a platform based on their wants and needs. However, social media applications now
exhibit a propensity for flexibility and modification, and this can be exemplified in how they
function and in what they offer users today. Although each platform features an identifying key
feature, most platforms also offer similar functionalities as their competitors, such as instant
messaging functions, a ‘story’ feature and camera filters. Nonetheless, as a result of SNS’
popularization, it made logical sense for businesses to want to utilize these platforms to
aggrandize their own venture objectives and social media organizations are quickly strategizing
on how they can continue flexibility by modifying the services that they offer to include business
tools. Now, social media in general has become a new stream for businesses to capitalize from
and enterprises and organizations of all sizes are utilizing social media platforms as a tool for e-
commerce. Within the last decade, social media has reformed into multidimensional platforms
that still maintains its original functionalities for personal networking and online sharing, but
with added components appropriate for business and enterprise use. (Hajli, 2015).

Instagram is a popular mobile smartphone application that has evolved into a userbase of
over 700 million users since its launch in 2010 (Instagram, 2017). Perhaps the most distinct
difference that sets Instagram apart from its social media counterparts is the fact that it is
centralized on the use of photos and visual images rather than text, branding itself as a “home for
visual storytelling” (Instagram, 2017). Considering user experience designs that would be more
practical for mobile device use as an adoption to smartphone technology occurred, UX designers
needed to consider how content would be displayed to users, especially now since content that

would normally be displayed on a regular desktop computer would be difficult for users to read



and comprehend. SM Kosslyn (1994) rationalized how it takes much less time and mental effort
is required in seeing a picture than in reading a thousand words, and this particular ideology may
be the determining factor that can be attributed to Instagram’s success as a social media platform
that is unrivaled by its more verbiage-based counterparts (Kosslyn, 1994). Hence, part of the
reason why Instagram is such a popular SNS platform is because of its ability to portray a
personal story without the use of rhetoric. The company’s acquisition by Facebook for $1 billion
in 2012 further solidifies their success as a SNS platform and even more as a strong contender in
the social media world (Brownell, 2016).

Since its inception, Instagram has expanded its functionality offerings without straying
away from its defining function as a visual-based social media experience. Keeping in mind of
how these photos and videos are representative of the account and, in a sense, portray a personal
‘story’ or image that they want other users to see, Instagram has developed more multifaceted
functionalities that are centralized around this foundational component. In 2014, Instagram
offered advertising functionalities specifically for businesses, where companies were able to
insert posts into the newsfeeds of users who did not actively follow them (Brownell, 2016).

How social media is used for commerce is arguably different among various regions
around the world. As well, the level of the effectiveness of social media for business purposes
can be dependent on several factors. While Canada and the United States have relatively
moderate Internet speeds in comparison to other countries, visitors from Europe and Asia see the
digital and mobile infrastructure in Canada as a ‘backward mobile ecology’ in comparison to
what is present in their countries (Zwick, 2006), while Samuelsson et al. (2006) foresee many
opportunities ahead in the United States that have still yet to be tapped. Yet, South Korea excels
not only in a more advanced digital infrastructure, but the attitudes and behaviours of its
population have embraced mobile technology, further encouraging South Korean companies to
pursue more cutting-edge mobile technological innovations.

When it comes to the utilization of social media as a business tool, various enterprises
employ social media in various ways, depending on their needs and target goals. What is already
an established asset that comes with social media is the potential to tap into a mass number of
users. However, being able to effectively utilize social media to meet an enterprise’s needs and
goals is the challenge. Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn have established their reputations as the

leading social media platforms, creating new avenues for e-vendors, effectively creating a new



form of interactive media known as Social Commerce (Hajli, 2015). The realization is that the
role of social media is constantly being redefined and new channels are constantly being made in
using social media more effectively in e-commerce activity and the identifications of newer
functionalities directly influences how e-commerce is being conducted and vice versa (Liang et
al., 2011). Previously, the defining factor that transforms social media into Social Commerce is
when social media helps to further develop closer relationships with potential and existing
customers, thereby increasing product sales and even encouraging customer loyalty (Hajli,
2015). Now, increased accessibility in a growing mobile world can be argued as one of the
factors redefining Social Commerce and it is up to the enterprise to try and determine the
functionalities of social media that can be most beneficial to their commercial success.

New technologies and advancements have proven the ability to influence the way
societies function all over the world. With the realization that the Internet carried the potential
for business to be conducted online, brick and mortar businesses began to extend commercial
transactions with their customers online, resulting with either a combination of physical and
online stores or online only. This transition continued further with the rise of smartphone
technology, evolving e-Commerce into a much another global phenomenon known as Mobile
commerce, or m-Commerce. This has become the preferred medium for online shopping and the
development of smartphones that are capable of performing functions easily and more
conveniently than desktop computers has dramatically impacted the purchasing behaviors of
consumers (Ozuem, 2016). Now, with the even more progressive functions that smartphones are
capable of performing, shoppers are now even more intertwined with the consumer goods sector,
essentially holding the stores that they enjoy in the palms of their hands (Ozuem, 2016).
Consequently, a shift from the traditional form of shopping in physical, standalone retail stores to
shopping from the comfort of one’s own home with the literal click of a button is arising; even
still, a shifting of consumer behaviors even in terms of the devices they use to engage in online
shopping is taking place, with a heavier preference towards the use of smartphones as opposed to
desktop computers (Ozuem, 2016). With this shift, the m-commerce experience has been
conceived as an extension of e-commerce and this will continue to diversify as more and more
innovations are discovered. Perhaps the most obvious functionality for e-Commerce is
Instagram’s ability for visual advertising. Businesses can create Instagram accounts and their

current customers can follow their accounts and be updated with uploaded posts on sale periods,



featured items or services, promotions and events. In fact, in the United States, it is predicted that
almost three quarters of American businesses with 100 employees or more will utilize Instagram
for the purposes of marketing and advertising in 2017 (Kulp, 2016). Other companies use their
Instagram to feature their outreach efforts and community impact, such as Wells Fargo’s
involvement with Habitat for Humanity in building homes for veterans (Wells Fargo, 2017) or
Procter & Gamble’s launch of a clean drinking water program in Pakistan (Procter & Gamble,
2017). However, in South Korea, Instagram has created more utilization out of the popular
social media than just as a channel for advertising and marketing to Instagram users everywhere.
While South Korean companies, particularly smaller fashion companies, also upload
advertisements and showcase feature items and promotions, many companies also use Instagram
as a visual catalogue of the products that they sell; if a single post were to show up in an
individual’s feed that captures their attention and appeals to their particular taste in fashion, that
individual might be influenced to view the company’s account and there, they would have access
to many other styles that they can browse through and may be interested enough to make a
purchase. In a sense, the ability to stay within the Instagram platform to browse and peruse
through items a retail store is selling allows that individual to invest enough interest in their
products and deciding what they would want before moving to the company’s external website in
order to make any purchases.

While social media networks like Instagram have helped facilitate the transition toward
more mobile commerce, SNS platforms have always acted as an engagement tools, connecting
customers with retail stores and never having acted as a medium for direct commercial
transactions. In other words, SNS networks operate more as a channel for online advertising,
since the key functionality that would allow it to function as an official e-Commerce website is
the capability for customers to input payment information and purchase items or services. With
that being said, one factor that is critical to the success of electronic commerce is the website and
this should be taken into consideration, as the usability of websites can impact customers’
intention of returning in order to partake in other transactions (Al-Rabayah et al, 2017), and
while some retail websites are still not set up for mobile device compatibility, most, if not all
social media platforms, are mobile-friendly and can be accessed through a mobile web browser
or through an official downloadable app. If one were to examine the UX design of Instagram, it’s

layout offers the same simplicity and intuitiveness of a typical mobile retail website - a platform



that is much more conducive for online commerce when compared to other SNS networks, such
as Twitter or Snapchat. Although it lacks a payment system, Instagram can be used for more than
advertising, and is currently being utilized by small businesses in South Korea as their central
online-shopping destination for their customers, with the payment system being transacted by a
third party program. Nonetheless, because of the more advanced technological landscape in
South Korea, businesses, particularly new companies, are able to launch their company and
market their main Instagram account as their website, saving on financial resources until they are
able to upgrade to a standalone, mobile-optimized website.

While Instagram is one of the fastest growing social media apps, surprisingly, it is one of
the most underutilized channels by marketers (Gillett, 2014). Instagram has evolved to a
platform that is more than just a place where one can create a visual personal story; in South
Korea, it also acts as an open marketplace, where one can peruse through and essentially
‘window shop’ until they find something intriguing enough to make a purchase. This growing
connection between the use of social media for the purposes of both e-commerce and m-
commerce contributes towards this continuously developing notion of Social Commerce, which
is where social media and networks, inclusive of web 2.0 tools such as blogs and wikis, assist in
conducting e-commerce (Turban et al., 2017). However, Instagram demonstrates how it has a
more rooted influence in the transactional activity between buyers and sellers beyond
disseminating information or acting as a conduit for marketing or advertising. Instagram does
this through its ability to simulate a working mobile retail website and its extensibility in
allowing third-party applications to conduct the financial aspects when buying and selling online.
Thus, while Social Commerce is not a relatively new concept, the way it is being conducted now
and how social media platforms such as Instagram are taking on a more direct role in the buying
and selling of goods and services, Social Commerce is gradually redefining how and where
consumers shop online. This research paper will discuss the varying digital landscapes between
Canada and the United States in comparison to South Korea, which has a contestable higher level
of infrastructural advancement as well as a more prolific cultural attitude towards technological
mobile applications in comparison to its North American counterparts. This paper will also
explore and critically analyze existing literature, specifically focusing on three areas of research:
first, a comparison of the digital infrastructures in both Canada and the USA with the

infrastructure that exists in South Korea. Second, the attitudes toward social media and e-



Commerce trends will be compared in these three regions. Finally, the consumers and attitudes
of South Koreans towards social media, the use of electronic devices and e-Commerce will be
reviewed in detail. Case studies on South Korean accounts will be compiled and examined to
demonstrate how Instagram is being utilized in South Korea as a major e-commerce platform in

their business strategy to engage and potentially sell items to interested customers.



II - Thesis
This major research paper investigates how Instagram is being utilized by organizations
for the purposes of e-commerce, with a particular emphasis on strategies used to capture the
interests of existing and potential customers as well as the strategies used for engagement and for
direct commercial exchange. This major research paper seeks to answer two research questions:
RQ1 - How are South Korean businesses utilizing Instagram as their digital media
storefront and are there significant differences in the way South Koreans are using
Instagram for the purposes of business versus North Americans?
RQ2 - Are there online tools available in North America that can be utilized to
transform Instagram into a mobile commerce-ready experience within these North
American countries?
RQ3 - What are some best practices that South Korean businesses are using that could
potentially be beneficial to Canadian and American businesses, particularly small
businesses?
This research paper will analyze statistics on various aspects of social media usage within these
three countries, with a particular focus on the digital climate of South Koreans. Case studies on
several South Korean Instagram accounts will be examined for any trends that particularly stand
out as a resourceful method in the creation of interest among customers towards the buying of

selling of goods through Instagram.



III - Methodology

Observational research taken from secondary sources is the main quantitative research
method utilized in this major research paper. Recent statistical data conducted and compiled by
major data insight and consultancy groups based in Canada, the United States and South Korea,
were also investigated in order to establish a current profile of each region. Since South Korea is
being argued in this paper as having utilized social media platforms through more approaches for
the purposes of e-commerce, as well as the argument that they are more technologically
advanced as a country, a particular emphasis was placed on analyzing the trends and behaviours
of their population towards several aspects related to social media, mobile usage and online
shopping through statistical data and research. From this research, a literature review was created
to outline any key findings and their relevancy to the research questions posed through this
paper, followed by a listing of best practice suggestions that organizations may consider utilizing
for their own strategic objectives.

Several South Korean Instagram accounts were examined as case studies and both
qualitative and quantitative observations were noted in order to understand how Instagram is
being utilized as a medium for facilitating electronic commerce. These case studies were divided
into several categories, based on the intended purpose and function as utilized by Instagram
users.

This paper used content analysis on the use of hashtags in both English and in Hangul,
the Korean alphabet, to see how many personal and business-related accounts would be yielded
upon searching. The sample consisted of 100 recent accounts after searching the hashtag

#ShoppingMall and 100 recent accounts after searching the hashtag # 2=, which is the

phoentic translation of ‘shopping mall’ in Hangul, for a total of 200 accounts. The content
analysis was conducted on August 17, 2017. These accounts were compiled using Microsoft
Excel and sorted by the following cateogires: whether they were qualitatively observed to be a
personal or business account and the type of business industry. For example, any account that
was related to clothing and fashion was categorized as a fashion retail company. These accounts
were also analyzed for certain characteristics, such as: (1) the presence of a web link to an
external website, (2) whether that website was an e-commerce website, (3) whether they used
their account to catalogue their products, and (4) whether they utilized their account to display

advertisements. For the results yielded by the hashtag #ShoppingMall, the observed country of



origin, if explicitly indicated, was recorded. The social media analytic tool Keyhole was also
utilized to obtain quantitative insights for each account, inclusive of the total number of posts
uploaded, their total number of followers, the total number of accounts they are following, the
average number of likes per post and the average number of comments per post. Each Instagram
account counted as one entry, and any accounts that appeared two or more times during the

analysis were disregarded, as the account has already been considered.



IV - Literature Review
A. Social Media Trends in South Korea

When observing the social media penetration by a country, which is defined as the
number of monthly active accounts on the top social network in each country, South Korea’s
penetration was second highest in the world at 83%, while the United States ranked 8th at 66%
and Canada at 11th at 63% (Kemp, 2017). Moreover, four countries in the Asia-Pacific region
were in the top 5 positions, further justifying the steady growth of social media use in Southeast

Asia compared to other regions in the world (See Fig 4.1) (Kemp, 2017).

SOCIAL MEDIA PENETRATION BY COUNTRY

MONTHLY ACTIVE ACCOUNTS ON THE TOP SOCIAL NETWORK IN EACH COUNTRY, COMPARED TO POPULATION
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Fig. 4.1 - Social media penetration by country/monthly active accounts on the top social network in each country,

compared to population (Source: Kemp, 2017)

When examining the highest social media penetration within a country’s population, South
Korea is is the only Asian country to make it in the top 10 at 6th highest, with over 83% of its
population utilizing a form of social media (see Fig 4.2). This translates to approximately over

41 million individual users using social media in South Korea alone (Kemp, 2017).
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SOCIAL MEDIA PENETRATION RANKINGS

BASED ON SOCIAL MEDIA PENETRATION IN COUNTRIES WITH A NATIONAL POPULATION OF 50,000 PEOPLE OR MORE

HIGHEST SOCIAL MEDIA PENETRATION LOWEST SOCIAL MEDIA PENETRATION
# HIGHEST PENETRATION % USERS # LOWEST PENETRATION % USERS
01 OATAR 99% 2,400,000 213 NORTH KOREA 0.06% 16,000
02 UNITED ARAB EMIRATES 99% 9,200,000 212 TURKMENISTAN 0.46% 25,000
03 BRUNEI 86% 370,000 211 ERITREA 1% 63,000
04 ARUBA 85% 89,000 210 TAJIKISTAN 1% 110,000
05 MALDIVES 83% 310,000 209 SOUTH SUDAN 1% 170,000
06 SOUTH KOREA 83% 41,915,000 208 CHAD 1% 220,000
07 CAYMAN ISLANDS 82% 50,000 207 CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC 2% 87,000
08 TAIWAN 81% 19,000,000 206 NIGER 2% 400,000
09 CYPRUS 79% 930,000 205 UZBEKISTAN 3% 770,000
10 MALTA 79% 330,000 204 DEM. REP. OF THE CONGO 3% 2,300,000

[&’J Hootsuite" ‘évr%

o

ocial

Fig. 4.2 - Social media penetration rankings based on social media penetration in countries with a national

population of 50,000 people or more (Source: Kemp, 2017)

In terms of Mobile social media penetration within a population, which is characterized as the
use of a social media platform on a mobile device, South Korea again takes the 2nd highest
position, at 83% of its population, sitting significantly higher than the United States, who sits at
8th place with only 58% penetration and Canada at 12th place with 55% penetration (see Fig 4.3)
(Kemp, 2017). It is important to note that South Korea maintains a penetration level of 83% in
both social media penetration and Mobile social media penetration, demonstrating how a
majority, if not all of those users, are more than likely utilizing their social media accounts

through their mobile devices (Kemp, 2017).
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MOBILE SOCIAL MEDIA PENETRATION BY COUNTRY

ACTIVE ACCOUNTS ON THE TOP SOCIAL NETWORK IN EACH COUNTRY ACCESSING VIA MOBILE, COMPARED TO POPULATION
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Fig. 4.3 - Mobile social media penetration by country/active accounts on the top social network in each country
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accessing via mobile, compared to population (Source: Kemp, 2017)

In a separate 2017 analysis report on social media usage behaviors and advertising
attitudes in South Korea by the Digital Media & Marketing Intelligence Center, a South Korean
convergence company that conducts research on the advertising and marketing industry
nationwide, several integral findings were discovered in terms of the current social media
attitudes in South Korea. First, approximately 86.6% responded that smartphones were the main
device used to access various social media platforms, followed by 8.6% who use desktop PC’s,
4.4% who use laptops and 0.4 who use tablets (DMC Media, 2017). With respect to smartphone
utilization, this is an increase from the previous 2016 report, where 78.5% reported using their
smartphones for social media use (DMC Media, 2017). Subsequently, the use of the other three
digital devices decreased, thus verifying how smartphones are becoming the more favoured
digital device. In a related study conducted by the same company, 9.9 out of 10 users reported
that smartphones were the digital device they utilized most during their everyday commute
(DMC Media, 2017). In addition, accessing social media during a commute was the second most
common digital activity performed while internet shopping was the seventh (DMC Media, 2017).
With that said, lower age groups had more of a tendency to access social media, use mobile

messenger platforms and perused in internet shopping activities more (DMC Media, 2017).
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Even at home, 9.7 out of 10 users reported that they utilize their smartphones to engage in
various digital media activities, although a higher percentage of respondents reported using
laptops and tablets more at home compared to the digital devices used during commutes as well
as the inclusion of desktop PC use, which was ranked as the third most utilized digital device at
home (DMC Media, 2017). However, at home, internet shopping became the third most engaged
digital activity, while accessing social media became fourth (DMC Media, 2017). These statistics
validate how in South Korea, there is a higher propensity for its population to engage in forms of
social media via their mobile smartphones over other countries. There is also a growing intimacy
between Internet shopping and social media engagement, having been ranked sequentially as the
third and fourth most engaged digital activity. Thus, South Korea can be considered as having
established a precedent in terms of behaviors and attitudes towards mobile technologies that
other populations worldwide might eventually attain, specifically in how mobile smartphones are

being used and in what digital activities are being engaged.

B. Instagram in South Korea

When it comes to the frequency of Instagram usage as a social media platform, a 2016
trend study conducted by Global Web Index found that Instagram was the fifth most used social
platform service in the world, preceded by WhatsApp, Facebook, Wechat and Youtube (Global
Web Index, 2017). This supersedes other popular social media platforms, including Facebook
Messenger, Twitter and Snapchat (Global Web Index, 2017). Within Korea, The penetration rate
of Instagram among South Koreans has increased to 68.7% in 2017, a 12.9% increase from
55.8% in 2016 (see Fig. 4.4) (DMC Media, 2017). In contrast, the penetration rates of all other
social media platforms, inclusive of Facebook, Twitter, as well as two South Korean-based social

media platforms known as KakaoStory (# 2% =) and Band (#4+'ZZ) have decreased in 2017

from the previous year’s reported data (DMC Media, 2017).
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Fig. 4.4 - Social media subscription status in South Korea (Source: DMC Media, 2017)

In terms of which social media platform was most used on a weekly basis, the 2016 report found
that Facebook had a 64.6% prevalence rate, while Instagram was at 3.8%; however, the weekly
user rate for Facebook dramatically decreased in 2017 to 40.5% while Instagram increased to
21.9%, making Instagram the second most used social media platform by users on a weekly basis
(see Fig. 4.5) (DMC Media, 2017). KakaoTalk, the most popular mobile app for instant
messaging services in South Korea (Mac, 2015), also portrayed an increase in usage, exhibiting
growth by 8.8 percent, however Instagram showed greater advancement, expanding by 18.1%

(DMC Media, 2017).

14



y B - UAEF 1€ LA E S| B ! EL{E
2017 - M HO|AS W QAEIT# R AEZ] YA EFE W

Fig. 4.5 - Weekly use of social media in South Korea (Source: DMC Media, 2017)

Furthermore, the average time spent on Facebook per day was approximately 19.1 minutes,
while the average time spent on Instagram was approximately 18.8 minutes per day (DMC
Media, 2017). Hence, while Facebook continues to play the dominant role as the most popular
social media platform, Instagram has quickly risen as a contender as a popular digital social
activity. Additionally, in analyzing social media patterns throughout the day, Instagram was
found to be the most commonly accessed platform, being accessed between the hours of 00:00 to
3:00, 6:00 to 9:00, 12:00 to 15:00 and most heavily accessed from 21:00 to 00:00 (DMC Media,
2017). In terms of the digital activities performed most during the hours of 21:00 to 00:00,
Instagram was found to be the social media platform preferred for various posts such as images,

texts, making it the most popular platform for social content viewing (DMC Media, 2017).

C. e-Commerce Trends in South Korea

According to a 2016 statistical analysis on mobile commerce trends by marketing
research group Kantar TNS, in reference to preferred channels when asking product or service
related questions, South Korea was found to rely on online communities, particularly through

social media, as their top-rated channel, while Canada and the USA only went as far as emailing
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the brand (Kantar TNS, 2017). Moreover, in the same report, 31% to 40% of South Koreans
enjoyed reading or watching content from preferred brands online, compared to 21% to 30% of
Canadians and Americans who followed this preference.

On the subject of e-Commerce transactions being executed through mobile devices,
South Korea is third highest in the world at 48%, just 2% shy of surpassing the parity average of
e-commerce purchases being transacted through a desktop computer (see Fig. 4.6) (Criteo,

2017). In the same report, the United States ranks 7th at approximately 35% (Criteo, 2017).

Mobile Share of Retail eCommerce Transactions, by Country
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Fig. 4.6 - Mobile Share of Retail e-commerce transactions, by country (Source: Criteo, 2017)

Also, Criteo also analyzed the relationship between sales being conducted through mobile
devices and the availability of mobile-friendly websites and found, as expected, that as more
retailers design mobile-friendly sites, the number of mobile e-Commerce transactions increases
(Criteo, 2017). South Korea exhibits a significantly stronger correlation in comparison to the
United States, attributing over close to 50% of mobile sales to the fact that over 95% of e-

commerce websites are mobile-friendly (Criteo, 2017).
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Share of mobile transactions vs. share of mobile-friendly sites
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Fig. 4.7 - Share of mobile transactions versus share of mobile-friendly sites (Source: Criteo, 2017)

This research shows how there is a higher propensity for South Koreans to engage in e-
commerce transactions, not only in comparison to Canada and the USA, but with countries all
over the world. It also shows how there is an extremely high tendency for South Korean
consumers to perform online transactions through their mobile phones rather than through a
desktop computer. In conjunction with the fact that the overall attitudes and behaviours of South
Koreans towards the use of social media is significantly high, as evident through the number of
active social media user accounts being third highest in the world. South Korea was also found to
have the strongest use and the strongest appetite for e-commerce services, meaning that a
majority of the population relied heavily on day-to-day services such as online shopping as well
as online reordering & subscription services, and even going as far as to have a button or voice-
activated service installed in their home in order to quickly buy previously-purchased items
online (Kantar TNS, 2017). This could be due to the more advanced technological infrastructure
in South Korea when compared their North American counterparts; thus, a Bloomberg report that
ranked countries based on their technological innovations, South Korea ranked #1, while the
United States ranked #6 followed by Canada at #12 (Coy, 2017).

Furthermore, technology and social media in particular has increasingly become more
and more a part of the customer journey and the experience of shopping no longer takes place in
the ‘traditional’ form, where customers travel to physical, standalone stores to make purchases or
interact face-to-face with store employees with product or service inquiries. In a marketing

monitor report in the Asia-Pacific region, social media was found to be dominating the customer
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journey (Leopold, 2016). In consideration of the foregoing, technology has proven to advance at
a much faster rate in the Asia-Pacific region compared to North America, directly influencing e-
commerce in particular. One of the triggers that influenced what is being called “The Asian e-
Commerce Explosion™ are the innovations that surround how e-commerce operates in Asia and
the payment solutions that supplement this digital sector (Barron & Elsby, 2016). These
observations can suggest that South Korea dominates when it comes to the use of mobile
innovation and m-commerce activity in comparison to the United States and Canada, who
although show a steady growth rate, is still considerably behind other more digitally-progressive

regions in the world.

D. Comparing the Use of Instagram in Canada & the USA with South Korea

Instagram as an online platform for advertising is an obvious qualitative observation;
according to Kim & Co, 2012, social media today plays an integral role in influencing the
marketing operations of a company. Thus, it is logical for an organization to utilize social media
as an extension of their visual marketing and advertising platform. While Visual Communication
may seem like a matured form of dissemination, Online Visual Communication is a relatively
new field when it comes to Communication Sciences (Russmann & Svensson, 2016). In
particular, the focal point of Visual Communication has evolved over the years, where more
emphasis has been placed on visual elements rather than on rhetoric as the focus, effectively
presuming the audience to be more of a casually browsing viewer rather than as an attentive
reader (Russmann & Svensson, 2016). However, there are distinct differences in their utilization
when comparing businesses in Canada and The United States with businesses in South Korea.
The first apparel company to appear on the Fortune 500 list is Nike, and their first thirty
Instagram uploads mostly feature athletes who are endorsed by the company and new product
releases to their over 70 million followers (Nike, 2017). Fossil Group, a company known for
their timepieces and leather goods, also appears in the Fortune 500 list and their Instagram
account also features new product developments and advertisements featuring their products
(Fossil Group, 2017). Even J.P. Morgan Chase, a multinational banking and financial services
company, maintains an Instagram account with over 24,000 followers and features the activities
and travels of their employees in their posts (J.P. Morgan Chase, 2017). In contrast, smaller start-

up companies also utilize their Instagram for the purposes of advertising. Four Fifty Five, a start-
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up company based in Toronto, Ontario that offers custom suits and accessories (Four Fifty Five,
2017) and Palm Angels, a new, high-end American fashion company that debuted in 2015,
upload posts of featured pieces in their collections, upcoming events (Ragazzi, 2017).

In contrast, KEB Hana Bank (@kebhana), one of the largest banks in South Korea, only
has 4,555 followers on Instagram, a significantly lower number than J.P. Morgan Chase’s figure
of over 24,000 (KEB Hana Bank, 2017).Their utilization of Instagram, however, is considerably
different than J.P Morgan Chase; through their account, their posts aim towards inciting more
social interaction with their customers and build up their follower base by offering promotions
and prizes, as well as promoting their banking products and services (KEB Hana Bank, 2017).
Beanpole (@beanpole official) is one of South Korea’s largest apparel companies; however,
their follower base is also relatively low, at just about 15,600 followers (Beanpole, 2017). As
well, they utilize their Instagram account to showcase key features of their collections - a
different social media strategy when compared to Nike (Nike, 2017). Hence, from a qualitative
observational perspective on how both regions utilize Instagram as part of their business
strategies, companies in North America in comparison to those in South Korea show noticeable

differences in their methods of engagement with Instagram users worldwide.
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V - Content Analysis Results
The Use of Hashtags

Another interesting difference is how language is used for hashtags. The use of strong
keyword hashtags is a great way to attract new customers, as many individuals search specific
hashtags in order to find content they are interested in (Rahim, 2017). Hashtags through
Instagram are similar to any other SNS platform; with that said, when searching specific
hashtags using english words versus korean words, the results that are pulled are quite different,
signalling a difference in how Instagram is utilized among South Korean users. As an example, a
search for the hashtag ‘purses’ was entered into the search bar, resulting in 607,213 results. Upon
clicking that particular hashtag, the screen shifts to show nine top posts, followed by the most
recent uploaded posts by individuals who used the ‘#purses’ hashtag. When examining the top
posts, several of the posts were by users who took a photo with their purse in the photo. One out
of the nine posts was by an individual who uploaded a photo of purses being sold at Costco, but

none of these top posts redirected to an Instagram account used for m-commerce.
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Fig 5.1 - #Purses’ search results (left), and the top posts for ‘#Purses’ (right) (Source: Instagram, 2017)

The same search was conducted again, but for the word ‘#£&"H =", which is a direct Korean

translation for the world ‘purse’. Out of the nine top posts, five were of online retailers who were

featuring items on Instagram. Now, there is a trend on Instagram in South Korea to add the suffix
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‘-stagram’ at the end of any keyword; thus, a search for ‘#X|ZAEfZ& or ‘pursestagram’, was

conducted, and six out of the nine of the top posts were of online retailers who were selling bags.
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Fig. 5.2 - ‘#X] 4" search results (left), the top posts for ‘#X] ZI" (centre) and top posts for #X] LF=EF 13" (right)

(Source: Instagram, 2017)

To test the first research question, two hashtags were searched on Instagram: one in
English and one in Hangul, the official native script of South Korea, for the purposes of
comparing the type of posts that would appear and the types of accounts that utilize these
hashtags. Searching #ShoppingMall resulted in 389,765 posts that utilized this hashtag. In the
first 100 recent posts, 28 posts were uploaded by an account that can be identified as a business
(see Fig. 5.3). Of those 28 posts, 12 of those Instagram accounts were of shopping centres, while
16 posts were from other industries, mainly fitness, jewelry, textiles, photography services,
cosmetics and manufacturing services. 22 of these accounts featured a link to an external
website, however, only five were to a website that was set up for e-commerce. It is interesting to
see that two out of the five e-commerce websites were based in the USA, while the other three
were based in the Netherlands, Thailand and South Korea.

Searching ## £"8=, which is a direct phonetic transcription of the English phrase

‘shopping mall’, yielded significantly different outcomes, with 926,674 posts that utilized this
hashtag. In the same analysis as the previous search, 67 posts were uploaded by an account

identifiable as a business. 64 out of those 67 accounts linking directly to an external website,
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with 41 of these websites set up for direct e-commerce and all of these websites being based in
South Korea. A significant observation found was how approximately 70% of businesses in this
sample group were related to the fashion industry and utilized their Instagram to feature the
clothes that they are selling (see Fig. 5.4). As well, over one third of these fashion-related
accounts were also identified for personal use, with several accounts directly utilized by business
owners. Furthermore, all of the accounts that had an e-commerce website utilized an e-commerce
website tool created by Naver Corporation, an Internet content service provider based in South
Korea, called Naver Storefarm. This e-commerce is setup to be both desktop- and mobile-device-
compatible, such that users who navigated to the external link provided in an Instagram account

are able to shop directly online, while still remaining within the Instagram app.

Fig. 5.3 - #ShoppingMall Results

# of Instagram
# of Instagram
Accounts with
Type of Account Total (out of 100) Accounts with
External e-
External Sites
commerce Sites

Business 28 21 5

Fig. 5.4 - #2YZ Results

# of Instagram
# of Instagram
Accounts with
Type of Account Total (out of 100) Accounts with
External e-
External Sites
commerce Sites

Business 67 64 41
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These two hashtags were selected based on the popularity of #2"8= as a popular argot
used on Instagram for products that are for sale. Overall, the results that were yielded through the

