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Abstract 
The study investigates 60 young people aged 18 to 30 who are familiar with mobile phone e-mail (Keitai-mail) 
practices in Japan (a 1-to-1 ratio of male and female, the participants’ domiciles in several big Japanese cities) 
using a questionnaire on how they feel about CMC communication, in order to elucidate one type of widely used 
communication methods in the time the IT has been offering the variety of communication platforms. The result 
shows that senders are ruled by the norms entailed in Keitai-mail communication: Keitai-mail should be 
responded to immediately but should also be a complete sentence or message. In addition, the expressions used 
in Keitai-mail vary based on the interlocutors, making Keitai-mail a heavily context-dependent communication 
medium. 
Keywords: Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) E-Mail, Japanese, user psychology 
1. Introduction 
CMC is an inseparable part of our daily communication, with this communication type occurring even more than 
face-to-face communication today. Reflecting on this social system depending on CMC, this study investigates 
the underlying motivation for using CMC as communication tool in order to deepen the communication of 
today’s human beings. To do so this study investigates Japanese mobile phone e-mail (Keitai-mail) as an 
example by analysing a relatively large real talk corpus. 
In today’s Japan, Keitai are a tool that people always have with them, anywhere, at any time (Hayashi, 2007), 
and they also provide a communication space where users, especially teenagers, can achieve freedom from social 
restrictions (Ito & Okabe, 2005b). At the same time, some people depend on Keitai and some of then too heavily 
counting as they feel anxiety if they do not have their Keitai with them all the time, feel sad if they do not 
receive an e-mail in reply to one of theirs, feel lonely without their Keitai and anxious when they cannot turn on 
their Keitai (Ikemoto & Shiomi, 2006). For some people, Keitai-mail are a method of overcoming sadness when 
they are lonely or sad (Tomari, 2004; Ida, 2003), and therefore, the more people fear loneliness, the more they 
use Keitai-mail (Nakamura, 2003). This tendency appears more strongly in men (Tomari, 2004). These cases 
show that the status of Keitai as a central part of daily life in Japanese people.  
In today’s Japanese society, people are connected through Keitai (Fujimoto, 2006): people gauge their 
friendships based on how frequently they exchange Keitai-mail (Ono & Tokuda, 2005). At the same time, 
Miyake (2002) further argues that while a relationship via Keitai-mail seems close, it is actually weak because 
people need to constantly reaffirm their connection and friendship, otherwise they feel anxious. Miyake (2003a) 
also gives another interpretation, that Keitai-mail provide both intimacy and distance at the same time, which 
corroborates the communication tendency among young Japanese people that they want to have friends but not 
to be in a deep or serious relationship. Under this sensitive communication phenomena of Keitai-use, further 
investigation from field study will deepen the understand of psychological aspects of Keitai-mail communication 
which has rooted on Japanese daily life but not a complete trust in terms of communication methods with others.  
As the short discussion above indicates, people are experiencing a tumult of change in their communication 
methods using CMC, which have also changed rapidly. At the same time, people need some time to accept it and 
may today be in a dilemma as to whether to use traditional or new communication norms. Among these IT-based 
communication platforms, Keitai-mail, or other e-mail available in mobile phone applications and chat based 
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applications such as Line of Facebook messenger, is used differently even though they would have the similar 
basic specifications. Therefore, to analyse psychological aspects of this medium would be a milestone in 
describing a gigantic field of computer uses in this IT era. 
2. Literature Review 
This section reviews past research studies which focus on psychological aspects of Keitai-mail communication 
from three viewpoints: general psychological factors, the semi-synchronised nature of Keitai-mail, and 
emoticons section. 
2.1 Types of Interloctors 
The first is the psychological factors reflected in language use in Keitai-mail. There is a relationship between 
content of e-mail and interlocutor – people use certain expressions in sending messages to certain people and if 
this norm is violated, they feel uncomfortable. Riviere and Licoppe (2005) discuss this point and explain three 
types of social relationship and how Japanese people distinguish language use in e-mail based on them. The first 
relationship encompasses family members and close friends whom one meets every day in school or a workplace 
and has opportunities to go out with; the second relationship involves people whom one tends not to meet or is 
not as intimate with as the members of the first group, such as former classmates or colleagues; the third 
relationship is with acquaintances with whom one does not have regular communication and closeness. Based on 
these three relationships, people adjust their behaviour from carefree to serious, or casual to formal, including 
their use of language. Keitai-mail themselves show this tendency: if senders feel greater distance, they use more 
formal language, which is a reflection of etiquette in real life social practice in Japan. 
For a more concrete example, Kato, Kato, and Akahori’s (2006a) report shows that people perceive an 
interlocutor to be honest when they receive an e-mail which consists of formal language; on the other hand, they 
feel closeness when they receive e-mail with speech-like language and emoticons. These two variables are a 
trade-off. Therefore, people feel good when they receive e-mails using speech-like language or emoticons from 
their close friends.  
Moreover, Sato, Kato and Kato (2008) investigate how the content of Keitai-mail as well as the sender induces 
feelings in the recipient, and further how recipients choose to either express sympathy or restrict their emotion 
when replying to these e-mails. The emotions investigated are enjoyment, sadness, anger, and guilt; groups of 
senders are close friends, non-close friends, close teachers, and non-close teachers. The results show that if the 
content involves enjoyment, recipients feel enjoyment as well. They also tend to express sympathy regardless of 
who the sender is, but the closer the sender, the more strongly the recipient feels this. As for sadness, when 
senders are close friends, recipients try to express their sympathy to them. This is because intimacy with close 
friends is influential in inducing the emotion of strong sadness.  
Anger expressed in Keitai-mail generally induces sadness and anger, and entails sympathy from all groups of 
senders, but if senders are people close to the recipient, the feeling occurs more strongly. At the same time, 
recipients also restrict their feeling if senders are close friends; this is an effect of intimacy. When recipients feel 
guilty after reading Keitai-mail, they try to alleviate the sender’s feeling of anger through expressing their guilt 
across any of the four sender groups. At the same time, if senders are close friends, recipients also try to alleviate 
these senders’ anger by conveying their own sadness, also an effect of intimacy. As this study shows, complex 
psychological activity occurs when reading Keitai-mail based both on the content and on who sends the 
Keitai-mail; this is a key factor in analysing Keitai-mail to discover why people use particular language based on 
a certain psychological state. 
2.2 Semi-synchronous Nature 
Second one is semi-synchronous nature of Keitai-mail. Even though Keitai-mail have a conversational nature, 
the communication is still in one direction, so this provides a feeling of comfort because people can 
communicate with others at their own pace and sometimes it leads to too much use of Keitai-mail or addiction to 
it (Amasa et al, 2004). Keitai-mail are a sender-centred communication medium. However, recipients also feel 
pressure to reply to e-mail immediately, or senders feel anxiety if they do not receive a reply quickly (Amasa et 
al 2004) because it is rude (Fujimoto, 2006). Hayashi (2007) notes that people hold the premise in Keitai-mail 
communication that it is a continuous exchange of messages even though it is not really synchronous 
communication. In other words, Keitai-mail carry the expectation of a reply (Suzuki, 2005).  
Reflecting on this nature of e-mail communication, some senders feel angry when they do not receive a reply 
e-mail within a relatively short time, in particular compared with PC e-mail, and this shows that people expect 
more synchronised communication through Keitai-mail (Kato et al., 2006b). On this point, Fujimoto (2006) 
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discusses Keitai-mail as the textualised voice of mobile phone communication, implying that Keitai-mail 
messages should receive a swift reply because the interlocutors have their ‘Keitai (portable)’ device for 
communication on their persons. That the phenomenon of a late reply being perceived as rude is already deep 
rooted among young people can be seen in the episode reported in Kitani (2003) when his student prioritised 
sending a reply to a message received even when he/she was talking with the professor, giving the reason that it 
required a quick response. Kato et al.’s (2006b) study also shows that when people receive e-mail consisting of a 
short message, they also feel angry and sad.  
These points reveal an interesting aspect of the nature of Keitai-mail communication: even though Keitai-mail 
are an asynchronous communication, people feel or expect them to be synchronous communication, but if they 
use them as a synchronous communication medium and receive a short message in reply to their previous 
message, they feel angry or sad; this means that an e-mail is an individual message, a message of asynchronous 
communication. Fujimoto (2006) finds that in Keitai-mail communication, when senders do not receive a quick 
reply, people do not expect that the recipient has not read their e-mail, because they assume the recipient has 
their ‘Keitai (portable)’ with them at all times; rather, they think the recipient cannot or does not reply to the mail 
for some other reason. As shown above, Keitai-mail communication contains both synchronous and 
asynchronous aspects of communication, so Keitai-mail communication can be said to be semi-synchronous 
communication, similar to Internet chat (Uchida, 2004). 
As discussed above, Keitai-mail are an easy and convenient method of communication and this further provides 
users with opportunities to write and read Japanese. At the same time, however, as Katayama (2003) argues, 
Keitai-mail communication is more a matter of textualised oral communication than the pure written 
communication found in letters, with the result that the content of e-mail is rather plain and is not the result of 
deep and logical thinking in composition. Baron (2008) further describes this phenomenon: language on the 
Internet is written in format but has the nature of spoken language in informal settings, which results from lack 
of effort in composition. The Keitai interface also influences the language of Keitai-mail. Some studies show that 
the small screen size of Keitai affects the creation of e-mail (e.g., Kurosumi and Katayama, 2005). 
When discussing Keitai-mail in terms of their characteristics as a communication medium, they are sometimes 
compared with letters or PC e-mail. While these may seem similar, however, Japanese people feel that they are a 
different communication medium. Oe (2007) points out that, at the present time, a letter is regarded as formal 
writing intended to convey the sender’s thoughts and messages, PC e-mail is an informal written communication, 
and Keitai-mail are a convenient written communication medium; therefore, Japanese people use these media 
differently depending on their purpose of communication. This is why the language of Keitai-mail needs to be 
analysed as a new genre of communication even though it seems to share similarities with pre-existing media. 
2.3 Emoticons 
The third one is Emoticons. Since Keitai-mail include richer sources of emoticons or special symbols as defaults, 
people make frequent use of these emoticons and symbols, especially by comparison with their use in other 
media such as letters, postcards, and PC e-mail (Yamanishi, 2007). In general, people use the emoticons which 
come already installed in Keitai, but some do create new emoticons from combinations of letters the platform 
provides. In the latter case, people usually also download new emoticons from Internet sites, or recycle new 
emoticons received from friends (Ono & Tokuda, 2005). Because these emoticons and symbols are so easy to 
use, they often appear in Keitai-mail in order to prevent the text from appearing bland (Yamanishi, 2007).  
Kitani (2003) mentions that emoticons are used to add emotional expressions, to create an enjoyable and relaxing 
communication atmosphere, and to show intimacy, and Yamaguchi and Joh (2000) report that texts with 
emoticons actually give a different impression from those without them. For instance, young people generally 
receive a positive impression (cute, interesting, fun), whereas some people feel emoticons are not serious and are 
even rude (Miyake, 2002). Yasuhara et al. (2009) argue that emoticons entail an image of lack of seriousness and 
sincerity, so it is not appropriate to use them in business.  
From this point of view, emoticons actually function to convey the emotion of the sender. This is because they 
substitute for facial expression in Keitai-mail communication (Kato, Kato, Kobayashi, & Yanagisawa, 2007): 
people can understand their interlocutors’ intentions better when emoticons are used (Takahashi, Fukada, & 
Akimitsu, 2005). Therefore they play a role in making communication smoother (Uchida, 2004). As discussed 
previously, people depend heavily on non-verbal cues, particularly facial expressions, in communication in order 
to understand their interlocutors’ intentions and it is very difficult to communicate without such non-verbal cues. 
Emoticons substitute for these non-verbal cues and therefore they actually support proper understanding of 
others and smooth communication through Keitai-mail, a written-medium communication 
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language and as not proper in communication requiring polite expression. Some thought that the register used to 
send a message to seniors using polite language is similar to that used in communication by PC. This indicates 
that although PC e-mail and Keitai-mail both use electronic media, the perception of each type of 
communication and message creation is different, showing that Keitai-mail have a style of their own.  
The second difference, that between men and women, is also interesting. Both male and female participants 
indicated that they put more thought into the content of their messages when sending to females rather than 
males, which is reflected in the different use of emoticons as well as in the language used itself. Thirdly, for 
boyfriends/girlfriends, people tend to create decorated mail, particularly with heart marks or emoticons 
indicating love; the content itself also reflects their closeness.  
For the fourth point, people create very frank and plain messages for their family members, which for the most 
part include few or no emoticons, and this phenomenon can be explained through the fifth difference in 
messaging to close friends or others. Generally, people use emoticons and other methods of decoration in 
creating messages to their friends, and they tend not to do so when they send a message to those who are not so 
familiar to them. This can be seen in messages to their seniors, who are usually less close than their friends. At 
the same time, interestingly, people tend to create simple mails when sending to those with whom they have a 
close relationship, in particular family members. Therefore, a particularly close relationship is regarded as a 
relationship in which people do not need to include decorative symbols in Keitai-mail and they create a very 
simple message in these cases. 
 
Table 1. Replying practice of participants  
Item Male Female  Total 

F S F S  F S
1. I reply to e-mail immediately all the time except in extreme 
special circumstances. 

3 0 2 0  5 0

2. I reply to e-mail immediately all the time if I am free. 6 0 9 0  15 0
3. I choose whether I reply immediately or not based on senders or 
content of e-mail. 

16 0 13 0  29 0

a. I reply immediately if the content is very important. 15 0 12 0  27 0
b. I reply immediately if the content of e-mail is easy to reply. 8 0 9 0  17 0
c. I reply immediately if I receive e-mail from my close friends. 6 0 4 0  10 0
d. I reply immediately if I receive e-mail from seniors or my boss, 
those who have a higher position in society. 

10 0 7 0  17 0

e. I reply immediately if I receive e-mail from my family. 2 0 3 0  5 0
4. I generally reply immediately not based on the content or sender, 
but based on how easy the content of the e-mail is to reply to. 

1 0 9 0  10 0

5. I do not worry about anything, and just decide whether I reply or 
not based on my feelings or the situation. 

3 0 2 0  5 0

Abbreviations. F: Frequently; S: Sometimes 
 
On this point, whether someone likes their interlocutor or not also influences emoticon use and content. If they 
dislike an interlocutor, they create simple, plain messages which indicate their unwillingness to communicate as 
well as their tiredness in texting (in the expectation that the interlocutor will intuit their dislike through the text). 
This reflects unwillingness to take extra effort in creating the message as well exemplifying the finding that 
Keitai-mail without emoticons give an impression of coldness or anger to recipients.  
Analysing the different patterns of message creation and the sample texts shows that people use expressions 
differently in texts, particularly emoticons and other methods of decoration, based on who their interlocutors are, 
and that this intentional use is a reflection of the relationship as well as even acting to control the relationship. 
Emoticons and other decorative symbols are thus used as distance and politeness markers in texts and play an 
extralinguistic role in controlling the relationship with interlocutors.  
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Context-based communication relates to the relationship between exchange partners. Riviere and Licoppe (2005) 
categorise types of interlocutors into three groups: 1) family members and close friends, 2) friends of less 
frequent contact or who are less close, and 3) acquaintances. These relationships decide the register of language. 
In terms of linguistic means, Keitai-mail also fit this categorisation; emoticon uses, on the other hand, do not. 
Basically, the closer the interlocutors are, the more people tend to use emoticons. In addition, Keitai-mail from 
close friends without emoticons makes the recipients think the sender is displaying distance, coldness, lack of 
interest or even anger, as suggested by Ono and Tokuda (2005). As a result of this lack, recipients therefore also 
feel anger or sadness (Kato et al., 2006b). In other words, evaluation of the desirable/non-desirable in 
composition depends on the interlocutors, not solely on the property of the medium itself. 
The texts as reflections of senders’ psychological states are further discussed by Kadono and Hishimoto (2009) 
as ultimately showing that the pattern of composition reveals what kinds of emotions they had in creating 
Keitai-mail. Therefore, the phenomenon above can be discussed as showing that the sense which enables people 
to associate interlocutors’ underlying motivations and thoughts in texts will then in turn stimulate some feelings 
in the recipients. In that sense, the use of emoticons in order not to induce negative emotions can be seen as 
negative politeness strategies (Miyake, 2003b), in the same way as Miyake found in 2003 that Japanese young 
people internalise the conventions of the Japanese culture which suggest that people should avoid causing 
negative feelings by inappropriate language uses. 
This phenomenon is also described as people using emoticons as a device to enhance a relationship since they 
know both the positive impression given by Keitai-mail with emoticons (see, e.g., Miyake’s 2002 report) and the 
negative effect of a lack of emoticons on a feeling of closeness. They can control the relationship, or at least give 
an inference of the relationship they have with their interlocutors, through the extent to which they use 
emoticons. This is one reason Keitai-mail are highly context-dependent. Senders need to be aware of the amount 
of emoticon use appropriate for exchanges. 
One interesting exception to the linear relationship between closeness and number of emoticons found in the 
corpus is Keitai-mail sent to family members, which are quite flat with few or no emoticons or even punctuation. 
In these cases, senders do not use emoticons where they do not have to. This indicates a feeling of tiredness in 
using emoticons requiring extra input – otherwise they would be willing to use them in a relationship without 
consideration for language use (in a relaxed state of mind). This can be further interpreted as showing that 
emoticons are deliberately used in non-family messages to increase the effectiveness of communication in other 
situations where it is perceived as appropriate.  
As for the use of small moji in irregular places, Gottlieb (2011) notes that this is done with the intention of 
adding cuteness to the message. All this is a reflection of style as a representation of identity: writers apply an 
image or description to characterise the personality they have or even that they want to have. Some of the 
participants in the present study agreed and actively applied this form, while others disliked it when others did 
this and expressed their frustration about having to read such expressions. This latter shows that those who do 
not accept such expressions interpret the representation of identity in a negative way; evaluation of to what 
extent the expression is desirable is important in order to convey the message that the senders intend. 
The phenomena above indicate the nature of the literacy practice of Keitai-mail as a highly context-based 
practice, as is also seen in the answers on the questionnaire that indicate that people are highly sensitive in their 
language use based on who their interlocutor is. This reflects how they handle a message based on who their 
interlocutor is in order to communicate appropriately.  
The mode people feel Keitai-mail to be also relates to their Keitai-mail practice. Some scholars (e.g., Amasa et 
al., 2004; Fujimoto, 2006; Hayashi, 2007) argue for the semi-synchronicity of Keitai-mail communication as 
Keitai-mail are expected to be replied to as soon as possible. In the data on actual practice disclosed, the reason 
for non-immediate reply was found to vary widely depending on the person. However, there would be consensus 
in Japan that failure to send a quick reply to a Keitai-mail is excusable if there is a good reason for it. If 
interlocutors do not accept the reasons given, the practice would be regarded as rude (as reported by Fujimoto 
(2006)) and in these cases Keitai-mail become sources of burden in communication between the pair as a result. 
This semi-synchronicity influences how people think and behave in their Keitai-mail practice, and this is an 
underlying motive in how they compose their message as a reflection of their conscious/unconscious thoughts 
about what is appropriate based on this timeframe, e.g., phrases of apology for the delay should be stated. 
Moreover, as Kato et al. (2006b) discuss, even though Keitai-mail can be regarded as synchronic rather than 
asynchronic communication, people expect messages not to be too abrupt, otherwise they receive a negative 
impression of the message and of their interlocutor. In this regard, the data show that the average length of 
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adjacency pairs, which further results in a decrease in mutual intelligibility. Thus, emoticons entail a fundamental 
risk of miscommunication which cannot be dealt with by any kind of standardisation.  
Therefore, Keitai-mail are a highly context-dependent literacy practice, and any ‘uniqueness’ of language which 
characterises an element of style therein is simply a natural application of language to suit this particular 
communication mode. Naturalness of communication gives rise to unformulated aspects which involve some 
uncertainty as to their appropriateness. In that sense, non-conventional aspects of language use in Keitai-mail 
(e.g., irregular use of the five scripts) are a natural part of language use for Japanese people, but are also not 
formalised or standardised since expectations of conformity with the official conventions are too widespread.  
6. Conclusion 
To sum up, Keitai-mail are short: the average length is 40 letters. The average number of genres contained in 
each mail is 2.4. The data show that Keitai-mail are longer texts than the very truncated messages which occur in 
the totally seamless text communication of Internet chat. The average number of emoticons used, 3, corresponds 
to the average number of genres found when we consider that almost all sentences in Keitai-mail are concluded 
by emoticons. In addition to emoticon use, Keitai-mail include several types of LP such as conversions of script 
types, irregular size of some scripts, and use of long vowel syllables. Basically, simple applications of LP are 
chosen and LP follows standard Japanese linguistic conventions, as can be seen in the pattern of vowels 
substituted in LP. From these points, Keitai-mail can be seen as brief but reasonably complete messages, and the 
LP used, although they permit creativity in expression, are not too different from standard language forms, 
meaning that messages can be successfully understood, i.e., they fulfil CA’s criterion of mutual intelligibility. 
Moreover, Keitai-mail are generally regarded as a casual and easy communication method which is suitable for 
the exchange of less significant matters than is the case with other media such as phone calls or letters. At the 
same time, the norms and uses of Keitai-mail practice vary from person to person and situation to situation and 
appropriateness of communication is differentially defined (evaluated) between different people, so that 
Keitai-mail are therefore very much context-dependent communication. For instance, the use of emoticons or 
irregular small letters is regarded as an interesting decorative touch which increases cuteness and creates a 
feeling of warm communication by some participants, but others prefer not to use them because they think that 
significant irregularity in language use projects an image of immaturity or even stupidity. Styles lead to a certain 
presentation of identity. In either case, people try to realise effective communication with particular interlocutors 
using the techniques available to them; in particular, LP and extra-textual components (including phonological 
and body language aspects involved in Keitai-mail) are actively applied and used as essential conveyors of 
emotion and atmosphere in the same way as facial expressions are used when talking in person. The lack of them 
results in sending a negative message to interlocutors. Therefore, Keitai-mail creation involves more than the 
level of fulfilment of the mutual intelligibility requirement of just understanding the meaning of a message 
expressed in language alone. 
As a further study, an extensive survey with larger participants will illustrate a general, rooted motivation of 
communication practices accurately; moreover, an interview will also be used to enhance to see the details of 
users’ communication norms. Multidiciplinary approaches will approach the complex mechanism of human 
communication even step by step.  
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