tools & technology

Instant Messaging
In the Workplace

By JerF HOFFMAN, Student Member, Twin Cities Chapter
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as e-mail become the new snail
mail? Although it was once the
fastest, most efficient way to
communicate, many now con-
sider e-mail to be too slow.
Instant messaging is taking over as the
new darling of business communica-
tion. It’s easy to see why. An instant mes-
sage, or IM, allows users to exchange
information more quickly than e-mail
does. In a matter of seconds, a note
appears on the recipient’s computer
screen in a small pop-up window. IM
software also enables geographically
dispersed work groups to work together
more efficiently. Some corporate ver-
sions even allow multiple users in dif-
ferent locations to collaborate on the
same document simultaneously.

As a result, increasing numbers of
businesses are turning to IM. As more
and more companies take advantage of
this tool, some experts believe that
instant messaging will replace e-mail in
the workplace within four to five years.
IMs are no longer limited to exchanges
of teen gossip or driving directions. They
now carry programming specifications
and user requirements. Kevin Vanden-
berg, a director at the software develop-
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ment firm Navitaire, says, “We work with
people in Ireland, the Philippines, and
various locations around the U.S. every
day. I don’t know how we’d get anything
done without instant messaging.”

In many companies today, employees
are simply downloading the same version
of the free software that is designed for
home use. As a result, corporate stan-
dards regarding its usage don’t exist. In
response, many software companies are
adapting their existing instant messaging
products for business use. They recog-
nize the limitations of the current soft-
corporate
users—limitations such as a lack of secu-

ware packages for
rity, archiving, and abuse-monitoring
capabilities. Many of the key players in
the industry are now creating enterprise
versions of their instant messaging soft-
ware that will address these issues. They
hope to compete with and improve upon
the few enterprise instant messaging soft-
ware packages in today’s marketplace.

In the meantime, many employees are
simply downloading the same version of
the free software that is designed for
home use. As a result, corporate stan-
dards regarding its usage don’t exist. For
technical communicators especially, what
is touted as a time-saving tool for fast-
paced work groups could prove to be
their downfall if they don’t use it wisely.
As more companies install instant mes-
saging software in the workplace, vital
information may be falling through the
cracks because it isn’t retained. Also, the
benefit of convenience may be out-
weighed by loss of human contact.

Whether you use a downloaded home
version of instant messaging or one of
the existing business versions, there are
six major points to keep in mind.

Use the right medium for the message.
Instant messages are great for getting
brief questions answered quickly. Infor-
mation that you would otherwise have to
get by walking to someone’s desk can
now be found in a matter of seconds.
And your contact can be in another loca-
tion. But once an instant message system
is incorporated into the workplace, it’s
easy to rely on it exclusively and ignore
other modes of communication. There
are still many times when an e-mail or
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phone call is more appropriate than an
IM. Questions that require research or
lengthy responses should be asked
through e-mail or over the phone. Also,
because of the brevity and immediacy of
an IM, there’s a greater risk of its being
misinterpreted. It’s easy to read unin-
tended meaning into an IM. A phone
call can eliminate that confusion and is
much more personal. Sensitive subjects
should always be discussed in person.

Record pertinent information. Some-
times a conversation through instant mes-
saging can become lengthy. A seemingly
“simple” question to a co-worker or an
offsite client may turn out to be compli-
cated. You may discover vital information
or critical issues. If the software you’re
using doesn’t allow for saving or archiv-
ing messages, be sure to copy the text of
those critical messages into a word-pro-
cessing tool. That way, the information
can be saved and shared. This could take
time, though: Heavy editing may be nec-
essary. Because of the nature of instant
messaging, grammar and spelling are vir-
tually ignored. But it’s worth the effort
to have the information documented.

Follow up by e-mail. Sometimes, an IM
exchange between two people in a work
group may lead to decisions that affect
the rest of the team. In this situation, it’s
critical to capture the conversation and
decision-making rationale so it can be
shared with the rest of the workgroup.
After a decision has been reached, send
an e-mail summarizing the conversation
to all concerned parties. You may not
need to share all of the information from
the conversation, but be sure to recap
the key points that are pertinent to the
work group. Even if you don’t need to
share information with the team, it’s still
a good idea to follow up an IM conversa-
tion with e-mail. A simple confirmation
assures you that nothing has been mis-
understood.

Choose a leader. Some instant messag-
ing software allows for multiple people
in different locations to work on one doc-
ument at the same time. This feature can
reduce the time it takes to distribute a
document and coordinate changes to it.
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When using this option, however, it’s
important to designate a leader in the
group who will actually make all of the
changes discussed. This helps to ensure
that everyone’s edits are accurately
entered and accounted for. It also helps
to designate one person as a scribe to
record the editorial decisions. Frequently,
others will need to know the reasons for
the changes, so it’s good to have docu-
mentation of the decision-making
process.

Turn it off. It’s easy to get distracted by a
continuous flow of IM pop-ups. Don’t be
afraid to log out of the tool to avoid inter-
ruptions. Unlike e-mail or a phone call,
instant messaging allows users to see who
is active on their computers at any given
time. When you log on, the tool automati-
cally shows the other people in your work
group that you are logged on and active. If
your status shows as active, people can
send you a message. But just because you
can be available at all times doesn’t mean
you have to be. Many IM systems have the
option of manually changing your status
to one of several categories such as “busy,”
“on the phone,” or “away.” While multi-
tasking can be great, there are times when
you need to give the matter at hand your
undivided attention.

Limit personal use. Don’t let work con-
versations turn into personal chats. It’s
unprofessional. An occasional note about
lunch plans isn’t out of line. But if a co-
worker’s messages become personal,
politely end the conversation. It won’t be
long before companies begin to monitor
personal use of instant messaging, so
don’t start any bad habits.

In the world of technical communica-
tion, speed may not be everything. Accu-
racy is equally important, and that may
be difficult to achieve in a flurry of IMs.
But most workers love to use instant mes-
saging, and it’s not going away. High-level
executives are embracing it as a way to
improve their bottom line, and /Ming has
become an action verb in the language of
business communication. As with any
new tool, keeping in mind the ultimate
goal—effective information exchange—
will help keep you on track. @
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