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Almost all aspects of communication have undergone major changes in the past few years.  This 
paper takes a look at instant communication as a whole in our society.  The brief history of 
instant communication gives us a better understanding on where we stand today and where we 
are headed tomorrow.  Researching current trends of instant communication, including text 
messaging and the various forms of real-time communication through the internet, provides an 
understanding as to how communication has evolved within corporate culture, family, and social 
life.  An overview of specific programs is explained throughout.  This paper takes instant 
communication and looks at its effects on the world of public relations and journalism. 

  

Instant Communication Defined  

 Instant communication means instant gratification.  Imagine our lives without instant 

communication- you can’t imagine it, right?  Without instant messaging, text messaging and 

email, where would we be?  Instant communication feeds on the human weakness: the need for 

instant gratification.  “There used to be a substantial evolutionary benefit in encoding impatience 

and compulsiveness in the human brain.  We all like to get instant results and hate to be 

interrupted when doing things we find interesting,” said Wozniak.   

 Instant communication is defined as a form of interacting with one another where 

information is instantly received.  There are many different ways for messages to travel from 

person to person.  Smoke signals, flashing lights, the smashing of a gong, Morse Code - you 

name it.  The human race has come up with some pretty clever ways to communicate over the 

centuries.  Radio and television, although fairly new to those primitive methods, are two of the 

oldest forms of instant communication that our generation is accustomed to.  Yet when we hear 

the words instant communication, we immediately think of communicating in the virtual realm.  

Although radio and TV are probably some of the most common and versatile mediums of instant 

communication in the twentieth century, texting, instant messaging, videoconferencing, e-

mailing, and Internet have left radio and television in the dust. One of the most obvious reasons 

that this has happened is because radio and television are forms of mass communication that 
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reach large numbers of individuals at the same time, typically for the purpose of propaganda.  

Texting, on the other hand, is usually from one person to one other person. We can text our 

classmate during a lecture saying, "This is boring."  We can instant message our spouse during a 

meeting to say, "Meet me for lunch at 1:00." It's all about instantly and silently communicating 

with our peers.  

  Marken cites that there are nearly 17 billion e-mails sent on a daily basis throughout the 

United States.  Internet has brought us the wonderful world of e-mail; e-mail is free, instant, and 

is accessible at any time of the day.  One simple e-mail can prevent costly telephone calls across 

seas and long awaited responses.  It seems as though we must communicate this way in our fast-

paced society. School districts are relying on emails to get information to their students and 

parents in the name of "cutting costs" and "going green."  E-mail is also one of the most non-

intrusive forms of communication (Evin, 2009).  One of the most important elements of e-mail is 

that it is accessible outside the home; wherever there is a computer and an Internet connection, 

one can be connected to work, family and friends.   

 Has instant communication changed the world of public relations?  Without a doubt.  

Internet has made it possible for both large and small businesses to be competitive on the same 

playing field (Marken, 2005).  Judy Spires, president of Acme Markets, said she just 

implemented a policy at one of her stores this month that requires managers to place a phone call 

in lieu of sending an email at least once a day (Hamstra, 2008).  Communicating virtually has 

changed the corporate culture in so many ways.  Not only are employees able to set their own 

schedule and control more of their own time, but they are able to do this in the comfort of their 

own home.   
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 Universities and other institutions will send emergency notification messages via text 

message to their students and employees.  We can vote for our favorite American Idol by texting 

a message to the network. When was the last time you saw an atlas floating around in the back 

seat of an automobile? The GPS mounted to the dashboard is our navigator.  Of course we used 

to survive without these tools, but why should we move backward? The same argument was 

discussed at the turn of the twentieth century as machines began to do the work that humans used 

to do.  Does it mean that the "machines" are taking over our creativity, uniqueness, or 

individuality?  Absolutely not, but is there a limit? 

  The Nissan Cube launched this year without spending a dime on traditional advertising.  

It's not just about the simple design of an ad anymore; people are getting creative with their 

public relations and advertising campaigns.  "Traditional media relations by itself is dead.  Our 

new approach today is public engagement-- informing the conversation" (Lazarus, 2009). The 

creation of those PR and ad campaigns isn't the key ingredient anymore.  It is all about the 

relationships with your publics and learning how to reach those publics.  Joseph Thormley, CEO 

at Thormley Fallis in Toronto, says he no longer sees his company as a public relations firm, but 

rather a social marketing company whose mission is to help organizations connect with their 

consumers (Lazarus, 2009).   

 John Warnock, president of Adobe systems said, “The products associated with the 

Internet are where I spend a lot of my time right now.  It is a revolution that is bigger than the 

invention of printing.  It is a revolution that’s bigger than the invention of the telephone, radio, or 

any of the major revolutions that we’ve had in the past.”  What about the major crises companies 

are facing as a result of information constantly being shared over the Internet and phone?  Two 

employees at a North Carolina Domino’s Pizza filmed themselves sticking cheese up their nose 
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and popping nasal mucus into food among many other disgusting acts (Lazarus, 2009).  The 

resulting video was posted to YouTube; chaos erupted.  Average people viewed the video and 

became outraged.  You can only imagine what Domino’s Pizza thought.  Soon after, Tim 

McIntyre, Domino’s vice president of communications, told Ad Age that the company didn’t 

need to respond to the gross-out video because major news media hadn’t covered it yet; in his 

mind, doing so would only draw more attention to the issue (Lloyd, 2009).  Later, the president 

of Domino’s Pizza released a statement regarding the incident.   

  While instant communication can present a whole new set of problems, it does make it 

possible for a company to communicate much faster during a crisis.  In the traditional crisis, 

responding within a few hours is quick, but online, a few hours can be extremely damaging 

(Lazarus, 2009).  Every organization, large or small, should have a crisis communication plan in 

place.  If those plans are not drilled into a company, they are useless.  “Most crises cause damage 

to companies not because of the crisis itself, but because of the way the company reacts.  Add to 

that, that most companies haven’t retooled their plans to account for social media, and you have 

some serious disasters waiting to happen.” (Lloyd, 2009).  Although we are aware of these new 

technologies, understanding where they came from can be just as important as understanding 

what they have to offer.   
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History of Instant Communication in Public Relations 

 Living in an on-demand society today, changes in instant communication throughout 

history are quite easy to identify.  For public relations specifically, instant communication has 

taken quite a toll on how businesses and corporations interact with other parties, particularly in 

the past decade.  Today, instant communication is all around us, according to Mike Schaffer, a 

guest poster on a public relations and social media blogging site.  He points out that we can 

literally check our e-mail as we go to the bathroom, and that every time we make a visit to the 

movie theatre, we’re reminded to turn our cell phones off (Schaffer, 2009).  These examples of 

today’s booming use of instant communication are far from what would have been seen over ten 

years ago.   

 The practice of public relations goes clear back to 1800 B.C. when a farm bulletin was 

created in prehistoric Sumeria revealing to farmers how to grow crops.  Then in 1446, Johann 

Gutenberg produced the invention of printing with moveable type.  The first all-encompassing 

use of public relations was the creation of the College for Propagating the Faith by the Roman 

Catholic Church to maintain followers and seek converts in the aftermath of the Reformation.  In 

1748, King’s College used the first news release to solicit press coverage, and in the 1850s 

American railroads used various forms of advertising and printed materials to attract tourists and 

settlers to the American West.  Then in 1916, the Committee on Public Information promoted 

public support of American involvement in World War I.  Franklin Delano Roosevelt used 

“fireside chats” in 1934.  1946 was the year of the first widespread use of television publicity 

(Matzer). 

 Not all of these historical events are centered on instant communication.  In fact, one of 

the first ways to instantly communicate was Morse Code, a type of character encoding.  Morse 
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Code was produced in 1810, about 3,600 years after the farm bulletin was created in Sumeria.  

Beginning in 1839, individuals could instantly communicate with telecommunications lines, just 

41 years before the conventional telephone was invented in 1878.  However, in between these 

two forms of instant communication being created, the fax machine was invented in 1861, a 

machine some public relations firms continue to use today.  By 1893, the radio communication 

had exploded and broadcasters could instantly relay information to listeners.  Television came 

about in 1925, and the walkie-talkie was invented in 1940.  Cellular communication came about 

in 1960, and communication through e-mail began in 1965.  Text messaging began in 1980, and 

Skype was created in 2003 ("Electronic communications timeline," 2009).   

 Today, social media and other forms of technology allow organizations to directly and 

instantly access their target audiences.  In the past decade or so, the practice of public relations 

has evolved into a quick and accurate way of positively making organizations and businesses 

known in the media.  For instance, twelve years ago public relation firms were sending faxes to 

magazines, newspapers, and radio stations.  More recently e-mails were sent to send information 

regarding a business.  Nowadays, text messaging, instant messaging, and video conferencing are 

used more than anything in public relations to immediately relay information to the desired party 

(Silverman, 2009).   

 Proof of this instant communication progression in public relations today is all around 

us.  For example, when a client needs assistance, public relations specialists are just one text 

message away from answering a question.  Instant messaging is used throughout offices so that 

co-workers can quickly communicate ideas and information without having to pick up the phone 

or walk to another office.  Not to mention, video conferencing has become a fascinating form of 

instant communication in public relations.  Michael Marriot said, “We talk with our hands; we 
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show our body language.  We lose all those things in a phone call” (Marriott, 2004).  Unlike 

other forms of instant communication, video conferencing is more personal and can allow public 

relations specialists and their clients to build better relationships.   

Current Trends in Instant Communication 

 We have a fast paced society that looks for something in technology to make lives easier 

and faster. There are so many options as to what people can use to get this accomplished. 

Currently, people use their laptops to e-mail or carry on conversations over a web cam. Also, 

with Internet access, individuals can use Windows Live Messenger, AOL Instant Messager, or 

Google Talk, among many others; these programs allow you to talk with your e-mail contacts in 

an instant.  

 Another option people take advantage of is the use of cellular phones.  Today’s society 

seems to be attached at the hip with their cellular devices. Most people now have a smart phone, 

which is basically a mini computer that can be used for phone calls as well. The days of simply 

calling someone are gone and over with. You can now send emails from your phone and create 

word documents on your phone. Blackberry, which is a brand of smart phones, allows you to use 

all of your Internet communication devices on your phone, and they also have an option, which 

is only available for Blackberry phones, called Blackberry Messenger.   

 In terms of popularity, SMS texting and MMS texting are the most popular between text 

savvy people. SMS texting is just a basic form of sending words in a text message. It stands for 

Short Messaging Service. MMS texting stands for Multimedia Messaging Service, which allows 

you to send picture messages to your contacts. Most people who use texting on a regular basis 

are sending SMS messages back and forth. It keeps you in contact without having to pick up a 

phone and call someone.  You can quickly and quietly send a message. According to “Did you 
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know 3.0” on YouTube, there are more text messages sent out everyday than the population of 

the world. That’s a lot of texting.              

 Some of the most common forms of instant communication are on Facebook and 

MySpace; they now have a tab that allows you to instantly talk to your friends who happen to be 

online at the same time as you are and carry on a conversation while still doing other things on 

the Internet such as surfing the web or working on your homework.  

Pros and Cons of Instant Communication 

 Instant communication is used on an everyday basis for many people in our society 

today. It is used for many different purposes from business related activity to personal use. To 

some it is a blessing, while to others it is more of a hassle than it is worth. No matter what the set 

opinion is on the subject of instant communication, it does have its advantages and 

disadvantages.  

 One advantage in instant communication is convenience. Communication is very 

convenient now due to the Internet and cell phones. E-mail, instant messaging, social directories, 

and text messaging play an important role in making everyday conversation more convenient 

through instant communication.  

 E-mail is a convenient way of contacting a person without intruding. E-mail is used in the 

journalism world frequently.  In some instances, when writers are given an assignment, they are 

only given an e-mail as contact information. Then, they are left to contact an interviewee through 

e-mail. This makes the first point of contact extremely convenient. The writer won't be 

disturbing the interviewee with a phone call or surprising them in their office. It makes the 

process of setting up an interview convenient for not only the writer but also for the interviewee. 
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E-mail along with other forms of instant communication make meeting professional needs in 

many businesses more convenient. 

 Not only does instant communication bring convenience, it also has the advantage of 

instant gratification. According to Instant Messaging and Live Help Software, a benefit of instant 

messaging is that it allows for "instant" communications between people. This saves time and 

money and resolves questions or problems immediately. The instant gratification is obtained 

through the fact that instant messaging transmits messages fast enough to allow for a natural 

flowing conversation. Instant messaging reduces the need for one to leave their desk to ask a 

question while at work. Instantly, without leaving the desk, one can send a message and receive 

the answer much faster than if one had to physically go ask the question (Enterprise Instant 

Messaging and Live Help Software, 2006). 

 Also, having meetings with co-workers who are out of town or even out of the country 

may be difficult. Another advantage of instant communication is the use of Internet 

conferencing. Skype is one of the programs that contributes to this advantage. If co-workers are 

in different areas they can still set up a time and meet online as if they were meeting in person.  

 Instant communication also has the advantage of reaching a large audience of people. 

Text messages and e-mails can be sent in bulk, which eliminates the process of notifying each 

individual person to spread information. Not only does instant communication effectively reach a 

large audience, it is also easier and very cost efficient. It saves time by being able to send the 

same message to multiple receivers. E-mail saves money due to the fact that in most cases 

services are free of charge to users.  

 Despite the many advantages of instant communication, it still has disadvantages. Instant 

communication has evolved into a concept of convenience, instant gratification and time 
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efficiency. One downfall to these concepts is that people in society today are relying too much 

on instant communication and are destroying their abilities to form traditional relationships. With 

instant messaging, text messaging, and other ways of instant communication, face-to-face 

conversations seem to get left behind. The big downfall of relying completely on instant 

communication is the possibility of creating misunderstandings in conversation. According to 

Amber Alexander's article The Pros and Cons of Texting, "The same words stated in person and 

written via text can have vastly different meanings. It is difficult to convey sarcasm, anger, joy or 

playfulness through a text message. Human emotion and conversation relies heavily on things 

like tone of voice and body language. It is very easy to be misunderstood when texting because 

these outside factors simply don't exist in that realm," (Alexander, Amber, 2009) 

 Not only does instant communication leave room for misunderstandings, it is also seen as 

a distraction in the research led by the Digital World Research Centre, with fieldwork undertaken 

by SSMR - the University’s Surrey Social and Market Research team. According to an article 

posted on PublicTechnology.net, the survey shows that the demand for instant communication is 

adding to stress in the workplace. It can cause anger among co-workers and also among 

strangers. It is also proving to be a distraction for all, whether in meetings or in public places 

(The University of Surrey, 2004). 

 The survey was commissioned by Siemens Communications. The research used both 

quantitative and qualitative survey methods, involving almost 600 office workers from a range of 

industries and with a representative sample of males and females of different ages. The research 

aimed to figure out whether new technology had changed acceptable behavior in the workplace. 

The SSMR research came to the conclusion that office workers get frustrated, stressed and 

annoyed when they can't reach somebody. Professor Michael Warren, University of Surrey, 
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explained that the research basically shows "we all want to have our cake and eat it." Surrey 

accumulated a list of eight simple rules for modern business and communication etiquette:  

1. Have your mobile off or on silent in meetings.  

2. Change your mobile voicemail to request text for urgent messages.  

3. Turn device screen off when holding meeting in your office.  

4. If you are expecting an urgent call apologize and warn others in advance.  

5. The person you are talking to deserves your full attention.  

6. Hold private phone calls in private places.  

7. Break out of email jail - talk to your colleagues.  

8. Technology is not power - it doesn't signify your importance.   

The disadvantage instant communication creates like stress and distraction can be eliminated in 

the workplace by following rules similar to those Surrey suggests (The University of Surrey, 

2004). 

 With the disadvantages put aside, instant communication has a lot to offer and will have 

even more to offer to the common person in the future. There are two programs that will take 

instant communication to the next step in the future. One is known as Google Wave. Google 

Wave, according to the Google Wave preview, allows people to communicate and work together 

with richly formatted text, photos, video and more. Any participant can reply anywhere in the 

message, edit the content and add participants. Playback allows anyone to rewind the wave to see 

who said what and when. It also has live transmission as you type, participants can have faster 

conversations, see edits and interact with extensions in real-time (Google, 2009). 

 The second program is known as Digsby. This program may be available for personal 

computers at this time but is not yet released for Macs. According to Digsby's homepage, it is a 
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multiprotocol IM client that lets you chat with all of your friends on AIM, MSN, Yahoo, ICQ, 

Google Talk, and Jabber with one simple-to-manage buddy list. It is also an e-mail notification 

tool that alerts you of new e-mail and lets you perform actions such as 'delete' or 'report span' 

with just one click. Not only does it have those features, but it is also a social networking tool. It 

alerts you of events such as new messages and gives you a live newsfeed of what your friends 

are up to in just one program (Digsby, 2009). 

Our generation lives through instant communication.  We have become such a fast-paced, 

multi-tasking, 24-7 society.  Our government has become very concerned in the last few years 

with our national security.  Threats to sabotage our financial system have been voiced and heard.  

The ability for one person or a group of people to demolish our financial system has very much 

become a reality that we are faced with.  This all leads back to instant communication- every 

piece of information being stored in a computer and discussed virtually.  We have become so 

wrapped up in the instant communication that new technologies have brought us that we forget 

about the consequences we could be faced with.  The way we live our lives today would have 

been unimaginable for our grandparents 40 years ago.  The technology we have been given is 

great, but we must not forget about what information we are putting out there and sharing with 

others.   

 Instant communication covers a broad range of different programs and aspects of our 

society today. Each program is made to better fulfill the need for instant gratification that our 

society today has acquired. Texting, instant messaging, videoconferencing, e-mailing, and 

Internet have left all other forms of instant communication in the dust. This is due to the fact that 

other forms of communication have lost the sense of convenience that the new programs now 

have gained. Instant communication is used on an everyday basis for many people in our society 
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today whether it is for business use or for personal use. It does have its ups and downs but it is 

merging into a new “must have” way of life.  
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