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1 Introduction

As the Internet continues to grow and spread, electronically mediated communication is becoming a more familiar part of everyday life. Email addresses appear on everything from billboards to cereal boxes, and a URL is as necessary as a phone number (sometimes, more so.) Similarly, as new forms of computer-mediated communication (CMC) emerge, they become part of the complex fabric of communication channels available to us, in both our working and personal lives.

One of the most notable new forms of communication to have attained significant critical mass is Instant Messaging (IM). Instantaneous virtual text messaging is not new; similar facilities were incorporated into mainframe and minicomputer operating systems of earlier decades. Internet-based IM is nonetheless a relatively new phenomenon, especially in terms of its user base. Spurred not least by early adoption among teens and young adults, IM technologies have found their way into home and office life.
In trying to explain why IM has been so widely adopted, advocates note the convenience, speed, and especially the informality of IM communication as features that separate it from alternatives such as face-to-face or email interaction. There is, however, a conundrum here. For those of us who are familiar with the history of the adoption of electronic mail, the idea of IM as a more “informal” medium than email seems ironic, since email used to be touted as an informal medium itself. For instance, in his plenary presentation at the first Computer-Supported Cooperative Work conference in 1986, John Seely Brown jokingly suggested that email servers should deliberately introduce spelling errors into email messages, in order to maintain the informal nature of email communication.

In our research, we have been examining the use of IM by teens and college-students, who often remark on the informal nature of IM interaction. Consequently, we have become interested in this conundrum. In this article, we explore the question from two perspectives, and suggest that the traditional, media-oriented view of formality in interaction may not be as enlightening as an alternative, institutional view.

2 Instant Messaging and its Use
Most readers are probably familiar with the basics of IM technology. IM systems such as AOL Instant Messenger (AIM), MSN Messenger, and ICQ (“I-seek-you”) are based on two key components.  First, they provide near-instantaneous message delivery across the Internet, supporting synchronous “chat” conversations. Second, they provide a number of mechanisms for establishing presence and privacy.  IM users are identified through “handles” or “screen names” which can be associated with pictures and text descriptions. A buddy list shows IM users which of their friends (known as “buddies”) are online, and whether they’re active or idle.  Away messages enhance the presence information by allowing a user to describe their availability.  Finally, blocking allows users to control their visibility to others. 
2.1 
Studies of IM often characterize conversations as lightweight, brief, and above all else, casual (Isaacs et al., 2002; Nardi et al., 2000; Tang et al., 2001; Lovejoy and Grudin, 2003). While these studies note adoption differences between teens and adult users, their descriptions of IM conversations remain fairly consistent. 
They suggest that the informality of IM communication is one of the important features by which people distinguish it from other communication technologies, and indeed that they choose to use it for conversations which they would like to maintain this informal character.

3 
However, as we have hinted, this characterization of IM as an informal medium is surprising from a broader perspective. In particular, the formality of IM communication is often contrasted with the relative formality of email. This seems odd because a large body of literature documenting the arrival and adoption of email in the late 1970s and early 1980s points to informality as one of the primary characteristics of electronic mail. For instance, in their classic book Connections, Sproull and Kiesler (1991) note that “computer-mediated communication seemed much like the telephone, which to a degree also permits open, informal interaction” (ibid, p. 107) or again, that electronic mail “gives [isolated workers] the opportunity to share in informal conversations and exchanges of information that help build commitment to the organization and foster social control” (ibid, p. 119). These comments are almost identical to recent observations about IM technologies.

This raises some interesting questions. What gives rise to these arguments? Is IM merely more informal than email? Has the perception of electronic mail changed? Has the use of email changed?

There are a number of possible explanations. We discuss two here. The first, drawing on media richness theory, attributes the patterns of communication and interpretation to the features of the medium through which that communication is conducted. The second takes an institutional perspective and looks outside the medium itself to examine the settings within which the technology is encountered and used.

4 Looking at the Medium
One approach to understanding features of IM use is to examine the nature of the medium itself. This approach follows the general outline of media richness theory (Daft and Lengel, 1984). 
Media richness theory compares the communicative capacities of different technologies according to fundamental properties such as “the medium’s capacity for immediate feedback, the number of cues and channels utilized, personalization, and language variety” (Daft and Wiginton, 1979). These properties contribute to the “richness” of a medium, which describes the capacity of the medium for carrying information. Communicative media are ordered according to their richness; face-to-face communication, for example, with its rich range of nonverbal cues, is a richer medium than telephone conversations, but the telephone is richer than formal, written communication. The richness of a medium determines its utility for different kinds of interaction. 

Drawing on this perspective, research related to IM often point out particular properties of this medium that seem to support its informality.  In particular, the informality of IM is often attributed to three characteristics: that it is synchronous, lightweight, and ephemeral.

4.1 
Synchronous. IM’s synchronous character is central. Isaacs et al. (2002) observed that IM conversation is characterized by “rapid exchanges (e.g. questions and answers) and brief interactions.” Nardi et al. (2000) concluded “a key reason for this informality lies in the near-synchronous nature of IM.  Conversations can be more interactive because the rapid and evolving nature of IM means that there is immediate context for the current interaction.”  It is more important to be contributing to the flow of the dialogue than to be careful in crafting a response.  What results in an IM dialogue is “relaxed grammar, spelling, and capitalization typically creating a causal, informal, and friendly tenor of instant messages” (Nardi et al., 2000). 

4.2 
Lightweight. IM imposes little overhead to engaging in a conversation. Accordingly, IM supports exchanges to which email would be poorly suited, such as quick questions and social greetings. IM users often found that IM was “less disruptive than the phone” (Tang et al., 2001). Nardi et al. (2000) pointed out, “an important reason for choosing IM over other media for [quick questions] is its efficiency: IM allows more rapid exchanges than is possible with email but without the overhead of a full-blown face to face conversation.”  It is often easy to initiate and end a conversation because “IM enables the user to eliminate certain formalities of address associated with phone and email” (Nardi et al., 2000). Similarly, Isaacs et al. (2002) describe IM as “highly effective … for asking quick questions without the overhead of telephone or FTF interaction.”  

4.3 
Ephemeral. Email is now broadly perceived to be a permanently stored medium, where old messages can be recovered for uses including litigation. In contrast, IM logs are not yet widely retained and restored, which is another property to which the medium’s informality has been attributed. For example, Lovejoy and Grudin (2003) suggest that recording communication makes people more guarded; “Ephemeral interaction is conducive to informality … knowing that an exchange could reappear unexpectedly in the future could lead people to be less casual, less informal.”  They conclude that “if recording of IM becomes commonplace, it is likely to lead to greater formality.” 

All of these accounts suggest, then, that an explanation of the informal nature of IM (and, by implication, the formal nature of email) is to be found in the properties of the medium itself.
However, while it is 
valuable to compare media according to their technical properties, the media-centric approach does not fully explain the context of communication, especially when we start to talk of such complex factors as “formality.” More specifically, the media-centric argument has difficulty explaining how media can be transformed from “informal” to “formal” if their underlying technological properties do not change significantly. Email is an example of one medium that has somehow made this transition, and we believe an analysis of how and why email became formal offers alternative explanations for media selection and usage. 
In contrast to media richness approaches, we believe a more adequate explanation lies beyond the medium, in the nature of the institutional arrangements that shape and govern access to and encounters with media. 

5 Looking at the Institutional Setting
While media richness arguments seek “internal” explanations of media use, looking within the medium at its specific features, the alternative explanation looks externally to the medium, and examines the circumstances within which the medium is developed, deployed, and used. In particular, it is revealing to examine the institutional settings in which communication technologies are embedded. By “institution,” here, we do not mean specific organizations, but rather broad patterns of recurrent social relations. An institution is associated with sets of rules, roles and expectations, that help to make specific forms of interaction meaningful to participants. So, for example, “banking” is an institution, as are “the home,” “professional sport,” and “civic life.” 

5.1 
Our research into IM use suggests that the nature of interaction through communication media is conditioned by the institutional settings within which the media are adopted and used. This suggests that the changes in perceptions of the formality of media may have their origin not simply in the properties of the media, but in changes in these institutional arrangements. In order to illustrate the utility of an institutional explanation, we will examine the institutional arrangements that surrounded the introduction of email, and then contrast that with the ways that institutions shape the use of email today.  We then consider the institutional arrangements that pertain to the more recent introduction of IM.

5.2 The Introduction of Email into Organizations
Technologies are not introduced into organizations at random; they are introduced with specific expectations in mind about their role and future use. Although individuals in corporations may experiment with new technologies, their global deployment across a corporation is usually planned (not just in terms of how the adoption will happen, but more significantly, why it should be adopted).  The reasons to adopt a technology embody a set of expectations that have been shaped by the past.
As often as not, in practice, actual adoption and usage patterns tend to deviate from anticipated use.  Email was no exception. 
Email was introduced into organizations to support organizational communication. However, the organizational communication that it was intended to support was largely different from that which emerged.
One clue about the expectations that corporations might have had surrounding the introduction of electronic mail comes from the form of email messages themselves; a body, generally under a page or two, preceded by a formulaic set of headings – “From:”, “To:”, “Subject:”, etc. This echoes the traditional office memo, and indeed, when email was introduced, it was in anticipation of a move from paper-based to electronic memos.
Yates and Orlikowski (1992) use the concept of “genre” to describe the patterns of social action inscribed into different forms of communication. For them, genres are not simply document forms, but are “social institutions that are produced, reproduced, or modified when human agents draw on genre rules to engage in organizational communication.” (ibid, p. 305). They further develop the concept of “genre repertoire” to draw attention to the diversity and evolution of organization practices enabled and represented by different communicative forms (Orlikowski and Yates, 1994). By relating the evolution of communication to organizational capabilities and routines, they demonstrate how genres of communication reflect organizational choices and opportunities. 
In this context, the genre conventions of the business letter emerged from those of the personal letter, and then evolved first into a form of internal communication, and subsequently into the business memo as we know it. Memos and business communication provided the context within which electronic mail was deployed. 

Since memos generally moved along the lines of an organizational chart, communication between two points in the organization flowed through the organizational hierarchy. Similarly, email messages were also expected to move along organizational lines. The analogy between memos and email applied not only to the form of the document, but to expectations of the uses to which it would be put, the kinds of messages that would be sent, and the people who would be sending and receiving them. 

In practice, however, email use did not match these expectations. As Sproull and Kiesler (1991) document, although messages were expected to follow organizational lines, in fact it suddenly afforded to people the opportunity to make lateral connections across the organization. Not only could people more easily find and reach each other through an organization, without going through management, but email also opened up the opportunity to send relatively undirected messages – broadcasts, announcements and inquiries to largely unknown sets of people. “Broadcast electronic mail made it relatively easy to regularize communication to a group of people, ensuring that no one was inadvertently left out” (ibid, p. 24). Email communication was freed from the structures imposed upon it by the organization. Accordingly, the memo form was only loosely appropriate for these communications; while the memo format suited communication between people at different points in the organization or at different status levels, the form of interaction that emerged through email was more open and flexible. It was, in a word, more informal.
Echoing John Seely Brown’s comment, it was noted that “the language in many electronic mail messages is more informal and colloquial than is generally used in memos, and spelling and grammatical errors considered inappropriate in memos tend to be tolerated in this medium” (Yates and Orlikowski, 1992). This informal language that existed often resulted in “employees using the system for personal purposes; the correspondence included love letters, disagreements between married partners, plans for homosexual relations, and a football betting pool” (Parker et al., 1990). Feder (1989) reports an information systems manager commenting that email was “more informal than a written memo and less intrusive than a phone call. You feel freer to contact people who have information, no matter where they are on the corporate ladder, and you’re more likely to get a timely response.” Over time, organizations came to realize that email could “enable workers to bypass rigid bureaucratic procedures” (Hiltz and Turoff, 1978:142) and “reduce the barriers to communication between people at different levels of hierarchy in an organization” (Kling, 1996: 285).




Email communication was informal, then, but it was informal with respect to business memos, and informal in the context of the institutional arrangements that surrounded its introduction. It was informal in that it allowed people to communicate outside of the intended organizational structure, and to develop, to an extent, their own norms and conventions for peer communication.

5.3 Contemporary Encounters with Email
Twenty years later, studies of email communication reveal a different situation. Bellotti and Ducheneaut’s (2001) enlightening study points out that email is, these days, the central application of organizational life. Their respondents “live” in email; across all sorts of job functions, they report that email is their primary application, the one that is never exited, and it is through their email that people manage contact lists, to do lists, store files, schedule meetings, etc. Email, similarly, is the primary form of organizational communication; it is the most likely mechanism by which work is assigned or reports are filed. For example, Markus (1994) notes a “corporate reliance on email to replace all communication” and describes email use as “a condition of employment” which spread first to the senior executives and then to their subordinates. By 1987, the CEO in their study claimed that “all managers […] used email daily as a fundamental way of doing intraorganizational business” (Markus, 1994:503). So, while email arrived in organizations rather awkwardly, fitting poorly into the expected patterns of use, it has now become thoroughly institutionalized. Email and organizational life line up once more. 
We have found 


5.3.1 
the difference between earlier and more recent uses of email particularly striking in the context of a recent study we have conducted into communicative practices among college students. In particular, we were interested in their uses of IM.
College students occupy an interesting middle ground between the teen users and the workplace users who have been the subjects of other studies. Certainly, our data bears out earlier observations. Our informants refer to IM as an “informal,” “instantaneous”, “direct,” “interactive” medium: one for talking with friends, for social interaction, often that “doesn’t take a lot of thought.” 

Our respondents are very attentive to the impressions given by different communication media, and these concerns affect their media choices. For instance, one reported, “Email tends to be more serious. … It’s easy because you don’t have to send it right away.  It’s easy to make it formal and send it when you want” (R1
). They are conscious, too, of different media choices among different groups: “People like professors use email more, not IM.  But a teacher doesn’t want to give out their screen name.” (R7). 

Most importantly, though, their descriptions of media reflect aspects of the relationships they have with their conversational participants. In particular, for example, they distinguish between communication between peers, and communication with others in positions of power: “Typically you use email to communicate with your boss or perspective employer” (R1). The formality of the conversation is linked to the sorts of communication that needs to be carried out. For instance, interactions over administrative issues and interactions with their professors are marked by a need to present a professional, thoughtful and competent image:

“I don’t like to use IM for official business kind of stuff because it seems too informal and too laidback.  You’re not confident enough to pick up the phone but you’re kind of shy and chic-ish and use IM.” (R4)

“In email, I think you can also concentrate and focus on topics more” (R6).

“How does email compare to IM.  It’s how a letter compares to a telephone conversation.  If what needs to be said needs to be said all at once in a complete form and you can’t have someone interrupt you then the best way is to email or write a letter.” (R1)

For these students, then, the difference between IM and email is not simply a difference between two communication media, but rather is a difference between the kinds of social relationships conducted through them.

The email systems that these students use function in largely the same ways as those that were introduced into organizations twenty years ago, and the properties of email as a medium are broadly similar. However, they encounter email in a quite different set of institutional arrangements than people did twenty years ago. They encounter email now as a thoroughly institutional phenomenon. Email addresses are assigned to them by the university, and students are required to use them. Email is the means by which they communicate with staff and with faculty. It is the means by which they submit homework assignments, and the means by which their grades will be communicated to them. The university’s institutional practices require them to check their email on a regular basis. Email is a means for formal, organizational interaction.

Over time, ways of using communication media become embedded in the institution, and so it is here. A respondent in university administration, for example, showed us the formal email templates used for various forms of communication with students. We also uncovered a document provided to new students, guiding them in how to formulate email messages to academic mentors:
8. BE PROFESSIONAL. Treat e-mail as a somewhat formal communication – don’t use text messaging abbreviations, slang, four-letter words, etc. if you want to be taken seriously! And watch your grammar, spelling, etc.

Other guidelines, e.g. to include student ID in the message body, reinforce the sense that what is being conducted is formal, organizational interaction. In other words, what we find with IM here is a structural echo of the position of email at its introduction. Just as individual use of email was set against the backdrop of the more formal, institutional role of memos and other forms of organizational communication, so the students’ encounter IM in contrast to the institutionalized formality of email. IM is a technology for communication among peers (not dissimilar to the lateral communication engendered by email); in contrast, email is a technology through which formal relationships are maintained. This analysis suggests that the informality of IM, then, arises from the institutional setting within which it is encountered, as one of a range of technologies through which different sorts of activities can be carried out.
5.3.2 

6 Conclusions
Much like early investigations of email, ongoing research continues to demonstrate the informal nature of IM use. A number of research investigations have explained the degree of formality through reference to features of IM as a medium. In contrast, we have argued that formality is not purely a property of a medium, but a property of the way that the medium is encountered and adopted in particular settings. 
This perspective helps to explain the puzzling relationship between IM and email with respect to formality. While the technology of email has not significantly changed since the early days of its organizational introduction, the institutional arrangements surrounding email certainly have.  The college students we studied did not simply describe IM as an informal medium; rather, their responses demonstrated that the formality of email was firmly rooted in its organizational role.
For this group, email is not a revolutionary or subversive technology, especially for college students.  Email has become thoroughly institutionalized. Students are issued with email addresses, often not of their own choosing, and required to use these addresses for interaction with professors and administrators.  Email communications flow along organizational lines reflecting the hierarchies of power and control within the institution. IM, by contrast, is a technology whose use is under the control of its users, whose adoption is driven by internal goals, and which is not regulated and controlled by the organization.  If IM is informal, it is informal in comparison to email because email has become another communication medium institutionalized within various organizations to facilitate formal interactions.
It is interesting to extrapolate and consider what the future might hold for IM communication. Email, clearly, has been something of a moving target over the years, and it seems quite plausible that IM will be too. The circumstances within which IM is used are changing. Lovejoy and Grudin (2003) concentrate in particular on the ephemeral nature of IM, and suggest that IM will become more formal as IM conversations are increasingly recorded. It may be possible to subject this prediction to empirical scrutiny; in the US, the terms of the 2002 Sarbanes-Oxley Act, which regulates aspects of corporate accountability, require public companies to maintain records of corporate documents, which by judicial interpretation generally includes email conversations (a further example of the institutionalization of email communication). One might imagine that IM records would not be far behind.
Similar changes are suggested by the pattern that we see with IM in the workplace. Where IM was once frivolous, it is now acceptable and increasingly common. IM infrastructure providers are increasingly interested in the “enterprise” market. While Lovejoy and Grudin suggest that the way to make IM formal is to make it persistent, we wonder whether making IM a requirement of organizational life might not also have the same effect. When IM becomes a primary channel for organizational communication, perhaps it will seem as formal as email does today to the students we studied.
Our argument here is not about the technologies themselves, but about how they are used as well as about the control over how they are being used. Communication patterns change as organizations, groups, and individuals find new ways to make use of technology and communication media. The approach we have highlighted here suggests that, by looking beyond the properties of the media, we can find a context in which to understand the roles of emerging technologies.
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