
Instant messaging holds the promise
of increasingly speedy communication.
The decision to implement, however,
may not come quite as fast.
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F WE WERE TO THINK OF

instant messaging (IM) as nothing
more than a slimmed down, more

immediate, more mobile version of

e-mail, we'd be guilty of mis-

understanding how human behavior

changes when technology increases

our ability to communicate. E-mail

made staying in touch and informed

de nigueur. And now, IM is here to up
the ante. Instant messaging, while

similar to e-mail in that it involves
electronic text, is as different from

it as sending a letter by snail mail
is from the pony express. When
it comes to speed and instant
accessibility, IM has the more latent e-

mail systems beat by using pop-ups to

immediately convey messages.

The central sales pitch for the
business use of IM is that it increases

productivity by allowing us to con-
tact anyone, anywhere, anytime

either through their computers, cell

phones, or personal digital assistants.

And while we can safely assume that
across time people will adapt their
behavior to take advantage of this

technology, what we don't yet know

is whether IM can deliver quality

communication along with the

quantity and whether productivity

will be increased by the ability to

communicate immediately or lost

because of constant interruptions.

The answers to these questions

largely depend on whom you ask.
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Instant messaging

Who's using IM,
and who's not
It is hard to argue that reducing the
time between an informational need
and its gratification do not increase a
worker's efficiency and productivity.
Take Michele Dennis's experience as
an example.

Although Dennis, executive direc-
tor, Professionals in Human Resources
Association (PIHRA), Los Angeles,
did not formally plan to adopt IM, her
staff of nine started using a free version
of it two years ago. The benefits were
undeniable. Thanks to IM, her three-
person member services department is
able to more efficiently answer the
approximately 2,000 e-mails it receives
each month. In addition, phone queries
are more easily answered within the
span of the call because of the ability to
send a quick question by IM to another
department.

Beyond customer service perks,
Dennis has found that IM helps her
and her staff stay on task. "I'd rather
quickly message an easy 'yes' or 'no'
than have a line of staff members out of
my door, which was the case before we
were using [instant mes-
saging]," she says. Operat-
ing IM under what she

calls "loose guidelines,"
Dennis and her staff have

fully embraced instant

messaging as an integral

part of the PIHRA service

experience.

Andrea Pendleton, ex-
ecutive director, American
Association of Anatomists,

Bethesda, Maryland, is on

the other end of the spec-

trum. "Instant messaging

is the equivalent of leav-
ing your office door open

all day as the entire world
walks by, and inviting

everyone to pop in when-

ever they choose," she cau-

tions. After trying out IM
on her home computer,

Pendleton quickly real-

ized the drawbacks such a

system would have when
played out on company

time. "It's hard enough

fighting the urge and/or
meeting the expectation
that you must respond to
an e-mail immediately
without having agoniz-
ingly slow real-time con-
versations via computer, Dennis Gan

while trying to work on
something totally unre- In:
lated," she says.

Pendleton's remarks mes:
highlight one of the
drawbacks of the system, prc
but of equal concern are "a
the quality and usefulness
of communication result- s a
ing from IM. "The more
that I find people being [thi
misunderstood via poor
written communication
in e-mail, the more I'm inci
thinking we could all
benefit from using the proc
telephone more often," o f
she says. "E-mail and IM
increase the amounit of St
communicating but not
necessarily the quality."

Regardless of where you or your
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organization are on the
Dennis-Pendleton spec-

trum, the decision to use
instant messaging, or not,

does not stop with cus-
tomer service efficiencies

and your internal audi-
ences. Some organiza-

tions are using IM to
communicate externally.

The Nashville-based

Gospel Music Associa-
tion, for example, has

implemented an ingen-

ious awareness program

using IM functionality.
Concerned about the

freewheeling exchange of
copyrighted music, GMA

is sending IMs to file
swappers to raise aware-

ness of both the ethical

and legal risks of swap-

ping copyrighted music

and to demonstrate to

these users that they are
not anonymous.

While sending out a

warning message to music
swappers is a creative,

clever, and arguably jus-

tifiable use of instant

messaging, it is also,

by anyone's definition,

unsolicited. That makes

it a peculiar form of

ant spam, something that
should be considered

g in g when setting up guide-
lines for an organization's

des external use of IM.

ect So is instant messaging
an internal and external

igs communication booster,
or is it a reincarnation of

ugh] passing notes in school?

e The jury is still out,

but continued forward

ased progress is inevitable in
technology, and the latest,

:t on coolest, shiniest thing

; h e needn't be avoided so
long as it is strategically

f . integrated. Consider, for

example, creating a delib-

erate organizational pol-
icy on IM as a safeguard rather than

allowing its use to grow unchecked. Be
aware, too, of other IM concerns, such

as security and legal liability.

Security scares
Because IM use is in its infancy, secu-

rity issues have yet to become a major

problem. But as more people flock to

the technology, it will become increas-

ingly visible as a target for the type of

viruses, denial-of-service attacks, and

so forth with which traditional e-mail

systems have been plagued. And

according to Internet security firm

Symantec, Cupertino, California, IM

provides a platform even more vulner-

able to attack than does e-mail.

Without delving into the technical

bits and bytes, suffice it to say that IM

isn't e-mail, and traditional firewalls

and security measures are not designed

to monitor its traffic. All is not lost,

however. Dennis Gano, CAE, of Inno-

vative Technology Consulting, Algo-

nquin, Illinois, and former Internet

technology director of the Chicago
Association of Realtors, was able to

successfully handle IM security con-
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cerns while at CAR. He used the
instant messaging capabilities built into
the organization's Microsoft Exchange
software package. Because the IM sys-
tem was managed internally and con-
figured so that messages couldn't go
outside the organization, CAR was
safeguarded against the third-party
intrusions that can be found with
other, less expensive versions of IM
software. "We didn't feel comfortable
with anything free from the Internet
because you have no control over what
comes through," says Gano.

And control is definitely an issue.
Executives intrigued with IM but wor-
ried about the security risks should ask:
"What level of security do I desire?"
and "Can the current state of IM secu-
rity measures deliver this to my users?"
Finding finite answers may be diffi-
cult, as both good and bad technology
are always changing. But taking the
time to factor in possible system vul-
nerabilities before implementing IM
may prevent later headaches.

Legal liabilities
Another, potentially more damaging,
issue is not susceptible to any techno-
logical solution. What is your staff
communicating through IM, and do
these extremely casual messages pres-
ent new legal liabilities to your organi-
zation? Will an off-color joke provide
evidence in a sexual harassment law-
suit? Will a comment on the pricing of
services violate antitrust legislation?
These risks aren't unique to IM, but
they are aggravated by the casual
nature of the medium.

The best way to head off these issues
is by issuing a firm edict via an organi-
zational policy, just as you did for e-
mail (you did, right?). Guidelines
should address
E discussions concerning anything

that is confidential;
E libel and slander;
U negotiation strategies;
* political commentary;
* jokes of any sort;
I sexually explicit postings; and
* threats, in jest or otherwise.

Also include procedures for archiv-
ing and backing up instant messages.
For example, at the Professionals in
Human Resources Association, Dennis
requires back up of any messages
involving the board of directors and
encourages her staff to leave a paper
trail when they feel they may need it.

Financial findings
The cost of IM is hard to pin down
because so much depends upon individ-
ual decisions regarding usage and con-
trols. If you use the various free Internet
solutions that are available, you have no
cost but you also have no control. If you
want full control, you may
spend a significant sum
(up to tens of thousands of
dollars) to implement the I
necessary hardware and
software solutions. If you
have a limited number of
users and feel comfortable
with minimal controls,
an IM system could cost
the association a few hun-
dred dollars. Additional
administrative costs, such
as installation, mainte-
nance, security, and over-
sight, depend upon the
specific needs of the
organization.

Cost savings. While some
IM systems may be more
costly on the front end
than others, savings can
often be found on the
back end. For example,
Chris Stelzig, marketing
manager, Entomological
Society of America, Lan-

ham, Maryland, realized a savings
when he replaced 11-cent-per-minute
telephone calls with instant messaging
for his data processors, outsourcing
partners located in Virginia who han-
dle member service issues such as dues
payment processing and member
inquiries. The 50-mile geographic gap
between Stelzig and the processors was
also virtually erased. "We use IM con-
tinually and it works great," he says.

"Though the data processors are
not my employees, in some ways they
could be seen as such, and [IM] allows
me to... provide a greater level of
supervision than would otherwise be
possible." Stelzig and his processors
use a free version of IM with an offline
receipt option. "If you send an IM
when the other person is not logged
on, it will pop up on [his or her] desk-
top as soon as [he or she] logs on in the
morning," he says. "We work slightly
different schedules, so this is benefi-
cial." As to why he uses instant mes-
saging instead of e-mail for these
communciations: "I get hundreds,
sometimes thousands, of e-mails every
week. [IM] keeps my supervisory com-

munications separated
from the rest and ensures
that I can respond imme-
diately," says Stelzig.

While at the Chicago
Association of Realtors,
Gano also experienced an
IM eureka moment. For
him, instant messaging
was an appealing techni-
cal solution because the
association had offices on
multiple floors of the
building and separate
phone systems to boot. IM
allowed staff to commu-
nicate without running
up and down the stairs.
IM also proved to be cost
effective, even if in an
intangible way. "While
the association expended
the same amount of
money for salaries, there
was a direct savings
[through] the increased
production of the staff,"
Gano says. "Staff spent

Chris Steizig
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less time waiting around to talk with
someone and, therefore, had more
productive time getting additional
work done."

Unanticipated expenses. To some
extent the degree of distraction caused
by an interruption is a personal idio-
syncrasy, but it's also an aspect of the
type of work being done-say, writ-
ing, reading, or working directly with
customers. Repeated instant messages,

similar to phone calls or knocks on the

door, can disrupt work flow for 30

minutes to an hour, if not longer.

Worse, they can ruin concentration,

which also causes productivity and

work quality to plummet.

One way to lessen this problem is
to install some constraints on IM

usage. Define in advance what types

of messages are allowed. Set some rea-

sonable guidelines on when messages

can be sent and how they should be

handled. For example, must people
respond immediately, regardless of
whom they are speaking with at the
time the machine chirps? Not at
PIHRA. Dennis allows her staff to
modulate their accessibility according
to their workloads. Under this guide-
line, staffers who want to work unin-
terrupted can set their IM status as
unavailable, and then check any back-
log of messages at a set point during
the day.

Credit Unions and Associations: Your members have legal needs. Every day. And, ARAG' North America
Inc. knows you are looking for ways to generate revenue while adding value to your organization. Offer
LegalRx` and help meet your members' everyday needs.

LegalRx offers assistance with the most common consumer protection issues, including disputes with
contractors, tenant rights and problems with your car purchase or repair. Rated "A" by A.M. Best, ARAG
Insurance Company has been a leader in legal insurance for more than 30 years. We offer insurance
protection to more than 600,000 individuals nationwide.

There's little risk and little work to offer an ARAG plan - and your members see more value in your
organization. Plus we offer an innovative marketing program that allows you to offer a base product to all of
your members for no direct cost to your organization.

Undenvntten by ARAGe Insunance Company, Des Moines, Iowa, through The ARAG Association, L.C., lometed in the state of Iowa.

Making the leap
In his former capacity as Internet
technology director at CAR, Gano
rolled out instant messaging use in
phases throughout the organization,
conducting quality assurance testing
each time to ensure that the product
was working correctly and that the
staff understood the proper use of all
of its capabilities. Likewise, organiza-
tions should consider all of the bene-
fits and detractions of IM before
leaping on the bandwagon. By starting
with a pilot project, or at least laying
some preliminary guidelines, the
experience can be fine-tuned in the
association's favor.

Instant messaging is undoubtedly a
technology that leverages our ability
to communicate, and as such it cannot
help but offer solutions to a variety of
communication problems and needs.
However, like most technologies, it is
not a panacea, and in certain circum-
stances it will only make things worse.

The key to making any new tech-
nology, including this one, work for
your association is to be active in your
planning. A deliberate implementa-
tion from the top down will allow
you to not only anticipate inevitable
problems that will arise, but also
ensure the right fit for your organiza-
tion's needs. The challenge in plan-
ning, as always, is to consider each
technology solution independent of
outside opinion and hype and not
simply follow a fad. 1

Peter de Jager, De Jager Company, Ltd.,
Brampton, Ontario, Canada, is a keynote
speaker, consultant, and writer on assim-
ilating the future. E-mail: pdejager
@technobility.com.
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