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How Instant Messaging Works 
By: Jeff Tyson & Alison Cooper 

In the past AIM, or America Online's instant-messaging service, was one of the most popular IM 

utilities. Today WhatsApp has grown to the most popular. Luis Alvarez / Getty Images 

The Internet has revolutionized the way we communicate. E-mail has been the most rapidly adopted 

form of communication ever known. Less than two decades ago, not many people had heard of it. 

Now, many of us e-mail instead of writing letters or even calling people on the phone. People around 

the world send out billions of e-mail messages every day. 

But sometimes even e-mail isn't fast enough. You might not know if a person you want to e-mail is 

online at that moment. Also, if you're e-mailing back and forth with someone, you usually have to 

click through a few steps. This is why instant messaging (IM) has become so popular. 

With IM, you can keep a list of people you interact with. You can IM with anyone on your buddy 

list or contact list as long as that person is online. You type messages to each other into a small 

window that shows up on both of your screens. 

Most IM programs provide these features: 

• Instant messages - Send notes back and forth with a friend who is online 

• Chat - Create a chat room with friends or co-workers 

• Web links - Share links to your favorite Web sites 

• Video - Send and view videos, and chat face to face with friends 
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• Images - Look at an image stored on your friend's computer 

• Sounds - Play sounds for your friends 

• Files - Share files by sending them directly to your friends 

• Talk - Use the Internet instead of a phone to actually talk with friends 

• Mobile capabilities - Send instant messages from your cell phone 

In this article, you will learn about the history of instant messaging and how it works. You will also 

learn what the major IM programs are, what makes them different from each other and what the 

future holds for IM. 
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History of Instant Messaging 

ICQ was one of the first IM applications. 

Before the Internet became popular, a lot of people were 

already online. The major online services, such as America 

Online (AOL), Prodigy and CompuServe, were the main 

way that ordinary people could connect and communicate 

with each other online. Online services provide the actual 

interface that you use when you're connected to the 

service, which creates a targeted experience for users. 

In the early 1990s, people began to spend more and more 

time on the Internet. Creative software developers 

designed chat-room software and set up chat rooms on 

Web servers. In a chat room, a group of people can type in 

messages that are seen by everyone in the "room." Instant 

messages are basically a chat room for just two people. 

Instant messaging really exploded on the Internet scene in November 1996. That's 

when Mirabilis introduced ICQ, a free instant-messaging utility that anyone could use. ICQ, 

shorthand for "I seek you," uses a software application, called a client, that resides on your 

computer. The client communicates with an ICQ server whenever you are online and the client is 

running. 

In 1997, AOL, considered the pioneer of the online community, gave its users the ability to talk in real 

time with each other through chat rooms and instant messages. In June 1998, AOL acquired Mirabilis 

and ICQ. 

The ICQ model is the basis for most instant-messaging utilities on the market today. In the next 

section we'll examine how these services work. 
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Using Instant Messaging 

Gmail account holders can chat with each other using Google 

Talk. 

Look at the steps below to understand exactly what happens 

with an instant-messaging service. 

1. You go to the download page and get a copy of the free 

software client for your computer. 

2. You install the software and open the client. 

3. The client tries to connect to the server. It uses a 

proprietary protocol for communication. 

4. Once the client is connected to the server, you can enter your name and password to log in 

to the server. If this is your first time on, you can sign up for an account and immediately 

begin using it. When the server verifies your name and password, you are logged in. 

5. The client sends the server the connection information (IP address and number of 

the port assigned to the client) of the computer you are using. It also provides the user with 

the names of everyone in your contacts list. 

6. The server creates a temporary file that has the connection information for you and the list 

of your contacts. It then checks to see if any of the users in your contact list are currently 

logged in. 

7. If the server finds any of your contacts logged in, it sends a message back to the client on 

your computer with the connection information for that user. The server also sends your 

connection information to the people in your contact list that are signed on. 

8. When your client gets the connection information for a person in your contact list, it changes 

the status of that person to "online." You click on the name of a person in your contact list 

who is online, and a window opens that you can enter text into. You enter a message and 

click "send" or hit return to communicate with that person. 

9. Because your client has the IP address and port number for the computer of the person that 

you sent the message to, your message is sent directly to the client on that person's 

computer. In other words, the server is not involved at this point. All communication is 

directly between the two clients. 

10. The other person gets your instant message and responds. The window that each of you sees 

on your respective computers expands to include a scrolling dialog of the conversation. Each 

person's instant messages appears in this window on both computers. 

11. When the conversation is complete, you close the message window. Eventually, you go 

offline and exit. When this happens, your client sends a message to the server to terminate 

the session. The server sends a message to the client of each person on your contact list who 

is currently online to indicate that you have logged off. Finally, the server deletes the 

temporary file that contained the connection information for your client. In the clients of 

your contacts that are online, your name moves to the offline status section. 
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Instant Messaging Providers 

Not long after AOL bought ICQ, AOL Instant 

Messenger (AIM) became the IM leader. In the past few 

years, though, a number of services have cut into AIM's 

audience. Windows Live Messenger (formerly MSN 

Messenger) and Yahoo! Messenger, in particular, have 

become widely used around the globe. Google recently 

introduced its IM system, Google Talk. Proprietary 

multiprotocol applications like Trillian and Pidgin, which 

allow users to IM on several services at once, are also 

rapidly gaining in popularity. According to a 2006 study 

by comScore, which measures Internet usage, about 

half of the online population uses IM. 

The major IM utilities use a proprietary protocol that is not understood by other instant-messaging 

services, so users of one service are usually blocked from contacting members of another. A key 

reason for AIM's initial popularity is that it allowed AOL subscribers to communicate with 

nonmembers. One of the provisions of the AOL-Time Warner merger in 2001 was that AOL would 

allow access to the AOL community and AIM protocol, but since then other instant-messaging 

utilities have provided more accessibility. Microsoft and 

Yahoo! joined forces in 2006 to allow their users to 

communicate with each other on one service. 

It is important to note that instant messaging is not 

considered a secure way to communicate. Messages and 

connection information are maintained on servers 

controlled by the provider of your IM utility. Most 

utilities do provide a certain level of encryption, but they 

are not so secure that you should send any confidential 

information through the system. There have been 

reported cases of IM user logs being captured and used 

by nefarious sorts, and hackers have been known to 

instant-message virus-infected files. Voice Over Internet 

Protocol is thought to be more vulnerable to infiltration 

than text-based instant-messaging. 

New Instant Messaging Innovations 

IM capabilities have greatly expanded in recent years. 

Most services offer file-sharing, and AOL, Yahoo!, 

Google and MSN have integrated IM service with e-

mail service, so users can receive e-mail notifications 

while instant messaging. Many providers also allow 

users to IM and file-share from their cell phones and 

mobile devices, allowing access to their services any 

place, any time. A Google Talk user can archive IM 

conversations and also drag files and folders directly 

onto the chat window, with photos showing up 

instantly in their friend's chat window. Windows Live 

https://computer.howstuffworks.com/encryption.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/ip-telephony.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/ip-telephony.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/file-sharing.htm


Messenger allows instant-messaging between Xbox 360 gamers. Personalization capabilities have 

exploded, with IMers able to customize personal icons, screen interfaces and greetings. 

Most IM programs, including Windows Live Messenger and Google Talk, allow users to talk just as 

you would over a telephone, and some offer video-chat capabilities. (For more information, see our 

article on Voice over Internet Protocol technology.) 

Several free utilities combine various services. Trillian provides a centralized location for AIM, ICQ, 

Windows Live, Yahoo! Messenger and IRC contacts. All contacts are shown in the same window, with 

different-colored circles representing each service. Trillian's "metacontact" feature displays one entry 

in the contact list for people with multiple IM memberships, and it's the only multiservice client that 

offers video-chat capabilities (although you'll have to shell out $25 for a Pro membership). 

Users of Pidgin can IM, transfer files and share photos with contacts in AIM, ICQ, IRC, Google Talk, 

Windows Live Messenger and Yahoo! Messenger. Its "Buddy Pounce" feature sends notifications 

when selected contacts change their online status or send IMs. Universal IM 

providers Meebo and eBuddy are Web-based, meaning they don't require a software download. 

eBuddy also offers a version of its service for cell phones. Friends IMing on Qnext, which works with 

all the major IM providers, can listen to each other's music files without having to download them. 

The future of instant messaging is very bright. All of the utilities described in this article continue to 

be updated by their owners, and IM providers continue to collaborate on allowing more interface 

between users of their services. Business users can now have virtual conferences and collaborate on 

projects very easily. If you have not tried IM, you're missing out on a whole new world of 

communication. 

Coming Soon ... 

IM technology is constantly changing. New features are rolled out so frequently that a roundup like 

this is almost obsolete before it’s posted! MySpace is developing an IM service, which could have a 

considerable impact on the IM world. The next big thing could also be location-aware IMing, in 

which services pinpoint users’ locations and allow them to communicate with people who are IMing 

in their areas. AOL has introduced a plug-in for IM users who have WiFi capabilities—their locations 

are tracked using WiFi hot spots, and users can open a map to find out where people on their buddy 

lists are. Meetro, currently in beta, is a multiservice IM service that encourages users in the same 

area to chat and view each others’ profiles and pictures. This technology isn’t yet available for cell 

phones and mobile devices, but you can bet someone is working on it. 

Frequently Answered Questions 

What are examples of instant messaging software? 

Examples of instant messaging software include WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger, WeChat, Viber, and 

LINE. 

Lots More Information 

Related HowStuffWorks Articles 

• How E-mail Works 

• How Web Servers Work 

• How Encryption Works 
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• How IP Telephony Works 

• How File Sharing Works 
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How AOL Mail Works 
AOL Mail, also called AIM Mail, is a recent development 

in America Online's long (by Internet standards) history. 

AOL has always offered e-mail service, but only to its 

paying customers and only through its proprietary, all-in-

one software package. However, in the spring of 2005, 

AOL launched its first free Webmail service, known as 

AOL Mail. 

AOL Mail differs from AOL's traditional e-mail program 

because it doesn't require special software, and it's 

available for free to anyone, not just AOL subscribers. 

AOL Mail, like other Web mail programs, runs over the 

Internet using standard Web browsers such as Internet 
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Explorer, Firefox, Safari, et cetera. AOL Mail users simply go to mail.aol.com, enter their login 

information and start sending e-mails. 

You can still download AOL's all-in-one Internet software and use the built-in e-mail program (the 

latest is called AOL Desktop and it's free). For the purposes of this article, we're going to focus on the 

Web mail version of AOL Mail. 

AOL launched AOL Mail as part of its move from a subscriber-based service to a Web portal. By 2005, 

Yahoo, MSN and Google had already established themselves as free Web portals where visitors could 

catch up on news and access Web-based e-mail, IM and calendar programs [source: eWeek.com]. 

For AOL to compete in the Web portal race, it needed to up the ante, so it released AIM Mail with 

2GB of free storage, a large number at the time. AOL now offers unlimited storage space with all AOL 

Mail accounts. 

In this HowStuffWorks article, we're going to explain exactly how AOL Mail works, from setting up an 

account to the service's basic and advanced features. Let's get started. 

AOL Mail or AIM Mail? 

Contents 

1. Getting Started 

2. Advanced Features 

Getting Started 

To get started with an AOL Mail account, go 

to mail.aol.com and click on the button that says "Get 

FREE AOL Mail." You'll then be asked to choose an e-

mail address (example: youraddress@aol.com) and 

password for your account. If you already have an AIM 

screen name, you can use your existing screen name 

and password to log into AIM Mail. You'll 

automatically be given an AIM Mail address based on 

your screen name (example: 

yourscreenname@aim.com). 

When you first log into AOL Mail, the main part of the 

screen is taken up with scrolling headlines from AOL 

News. All of the actual e-mail functions are located on 

the left side of the screen. 

There you'll see a list of icons and folders, the first being Inbox. Your inbox is where all of your 

received e-mails are stored. Click on the inbox icon and you'll be taken to the inbox view, a 

chronological list of received e-mails from newest to oldest. 

To read an e-mail in the inbox, click on it, and it'll open. All of the basic actions for responding to and 

managing e-mail are located at the top of the window: 

• Reply lets you write a message back to the sender or to all recipients 

• Forward lets you forward the e-mail along to another party 
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• The Action button is a pull-down menu with advanced organizational options like marking a 

message as new, flagging a message, moving it to other folders, printing it, et cetera 

• Delete sends the message to your Trash folder, also located on the left-hand side 

• Spam sends the message to your Spam folder and will help AOL Mail identify future spam 

To write an e-mail, either hit "Reply" to an existing message or the "Compose" button at the screen's 

top left to create a new message. AOL Mail comes with a rich text formatting palette that allows you 

to change fonts, text and background color, text alignment and more. Those tools are located right 

above the large text box. 

You can attach an image or any other file using the Attach File button. And you can spell check your 

message with the Spelling button at the top of the window. Click on misspelled words to see 

suggested corrections. When you're satisfied with your message, press the Send button at the top of 

the screen. If you're not ready, you can press the Save Draft button to save the message in 

your Drafts folder on the left. 

Below the Trash folder are two icons for Contacts and Calendar. Contacts is the same as an address 

book in other e-mail programs. When you click on Contacts, a new window will open where you can 

add new contacts, fill in their e-mail addresses and other contact information, and organize them 

into lists. 

Click the Calendar button to open the integrated 

calendar application. Hit the New Event button to 

add an event, appointment or meeting to the 

calendar. You'll be asked to name the event, set the 

date and time, indicate whether it repeats (daily, 

weekly, et cetera), and set up a reminder alert. You 

can also add an event description and a location that 

automatically links to Mapquest. 

Now let's look at some of the newer and more 

advanced features of AOL Mail. 

 

You've Got Mail! 

In 1989, a voice-over artist named Elwood Edwards recorded the infamous three words that defined 

e-mail in the early 1990s. AOL's announcement became so ubiquitous it even inspired a movie 

starring Meg Ryan and Tom Hanks. The Web mail version of AOL Mail has dropped the "You've got 

mail!" announcement. But you can always order a personalized .wav file ("You've got mail, Brenda!") 

from Elwood Edwards's Web site. 
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Advanced Features 

AOL Mail offers many advanced features, 

including panels, which can be found on the mail 

screen's right side. Panels are quick links to other 

online services provided by AOL or its partners. 

Here's information about the most useful panels: 

• The AIM panel opens an embedded AOL 

Instant Messenger window on the screen's right 

side of the screen. You can configure AOL Mail to 

automatically log you into AIM when you open 

the e-mail program. The AIM panel includes all of 

the basic AIM features, namely your Buddy List 

and the ability to send IMs, start chat sessions or 

send text messages. 

• The To Do panel opens up your To Do list, to which you can add new tasks and due dates. 

There is also a To Do link on all received e-mails. If the subject of the e-mail is something you 

need to follow-up on, simply click the To Do link and an entry will be added to your To Do list. 

• The Events panel is tied to the Calendar application. Upcoming Calendar events appear in 

the Event panel. Like the To Do function, there's a Calendar link in every received e-mail. 

Click the link to create a Calendar entry, which will appear both in the Calendar application 

and the Events panel. 

• A Blog link is located next to the Calendar and To Do links. This button creates an entry in 

your AOL Journal, a free blog service included with all AOL Mail accounts. After you press the 

Blog link, fill in the subject and body of the blog posting, plus any relevant tags, then press 

Save. You can share your blog with the public or limit it to your buddies. 

AOL Easy Transfer 

Use this free service to import all your contacts and old e-mails from another e-mail application. 

Enter your old e-mail address and password, and your e-mails and contacts will transfer into your 

new AOL account within 24 hours. It can also alert your contacts about your address change and 

forward e-mails to your AOL account for 30 days. 

Settings 

Other new features are located on the Settings menu. The 

Settings link is at the top right side of the AOL Mail screen. In 

Settings, under General, there's a check box for "Use a 

reading pane to view mail." You can read mail in your inbox 

without opening each individual message. Instead, the 

screen splits in half with your inbox above and a preview area 

below called the reading pane. 

The Filters option lets you add rules for automatically 

organizing and archiving received mail. For example, e-mails 

from your boss will go to your Work folder. Or e-mails from 

your ex-boyfriend will go to the Trash folder. You can also 



create new filters when reading a received e-mail. Open the e-mail, click the Action button and scroll 

down to "Create a Filter." 

Also in Settings is Mobile Mail. Here you can enter your cell phone number to receive a text message 

with a link to download a free copy of AOL Mobile Mail. You can send and receive e-mails directly 

from your cell phone using your AOL Mail or AIM Mail address. 

Lots More Information 

Related HowStuffWorks Articles 

• How AOL Instant Messenger Works 

• How E-mail Works 

• How Instant Messaging Works 

• How SMS Works 

• How Smartphones Work  

More Great Links 

• AOL Mail 
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How IMVU Works 
By: Shanna Freeman 

Although instant messaging has been around in 

some form for decades, it really didn't take off for 

public consumption until the late 1980s when 

America Online (AOL)'s predecessor, Quantum 

Link, offered a user-to-user messaging system. 

Later instant messaging clients gave you the 

ability to exchange files and photos and to chat 

via audio or video. However, the majority of the 

actual chatting done on messaging services such 

as AIM, ICQ, Yahoo! Messenger and Windows 

Live is still done by typing text into a chat window. 

Imagine that instead of typing into a chat window 

and seeing words pop up on a screen, the 

conversation takes place in balloons above your 

head. Well, not your actual head -- the head of an 

avatar that you create and customize. Your avatar 

sits on a sofa with other avatars, chatting away. It can laugh at things that are funny, hug someone or 

show off a dance move. That's the idea behind IMVU, a graphical instant messenger service started 

in 2004. While many messaging clients allow you to create an avatar, in IMVU, these avatars are 

three-dimensional, animated and hang out in themed rooms and environments. They can also 

express moods and perform actions by themselves or with other avatars. 
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IMVU bills itself as the "3D Avatar Chat Instant Messenger & Dress up Game" because customizing 

your avatar's look is such a huge part of the experience. Apparently users like the concept; IMVU 

claims to have more than 30 million users worldwide [source: IMVU]. It's also a real moneymaker. In 

June 2008, the company reported monthly revenue of $1 million, and more recently, Best Buy 

invested $10 million in venture capital in the company [source: IMVU, Venture Beat]. 

In addition to offering public and private chat rooms, forums and groups for any interest, IMVU also 

provides users with a Web page, blog, image gallery and music. Graphic designers can create items 

and sell them via the site. Intrigued? In this article, we'll look at the basics of navigating IMVU and 

discover why it's become so popular. 
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2. IMVU Credits 

3. IMVU Shopping 

4. Benefits of IMVU 

Using IMVU 

Getting started with IMVU is simple. Like many 

other instant messaging clients, you just need to 

download a piece of software from the Web site. 

First, though, you have to create an account by 

going to the main IMVU Web page and clicking on 

"Sign Up." You'll choose a name, gender and one 

of 10 predressed starter avatars. Next, you enter 

information about yourself, such as your e-mail 

address and birthday. Now you're registered and 

can download the file to install IMVU on your 

computer. 

Once you've installed the software, log in with 

your chosen username and password. IMVU has a 

tutorial to walk you through the basics, such as 

changing your clothes, hair color, accessories and 

rooms. There are several free options in each 

category. The tutorial also explains how to change moods and expressions as well as perform actions 

that come with your avatar. For example, your avatar can get in a sad mood or do a back flip. It can 

also sit down by clicking on seat icons in the room and instantly teleport anywhere in the room with 

a single click. 

Playing around with your avatar is a lot of fun, but IMVU is a chat client, after all. There's a random 

chat button that can connect you with someone else interested in chatting with a stranger. You can 

also specify if you'd like to chat with someone with specific attributes, such as a certain age range or 

gender. If you have friends who also have IMVU, you can add them to your buddy list. You still type 

words into a text box, but the avatars have balloons above their heads that show what you're saying. 

Now you can do things with other people, like shaking hands or high fiving. When someone else is in 

your room you can stream music -- more on buying it later. 
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Finally, you can enter rooms to chat with others. There are thousands of public rooms based on 

various themes -- vampire castles, dance clubs, hospitals and anything else in between -- including 

accompanying furniture, decorations and sounds. These rooms usually have a capacity of no more 

than 10 avatars at a time. Because they're user-created, there are often stipulations on who can 

enter the room and what kinds of actions can take place in it. For example, some rooms are female 

only, or don't allow accessories such as pets or wings (which take a lot of bandwidth to render and 

slow down the room). You can also participate in groups and forums. 

Next, we'll look at what you need to really get the most out of IMVU: credits. 

IMVU Credits 

You can do all kinds of things in IMVU using the free options, but you might get a little envious of 

everybody else's beautiful avatars, cool actions and amazing rooms. While chatting through IMVU is 

free, it's more enjoyable if you spend money. Some things require spending actual money, while 

others require you to purchase credits, which function as IMVU's virtual currency. There are three 

different types of credits: regular, promo and dev. 

Regular credits are purchased in increments of 5,000, starting with 5,000 for $5. There is a 

discount that kicks in at 15,000 credits and increases incrementally the more credits that you buy. 

For example, 50,000 credits cost $44.95 and 300,000 credits cost $200. These credits can be used to 

buy clothes, accessories, facial features, rooms, furniture and music. In addition to buying them in 

the IMVU Web site, you can buy currency cards at Best Buy and other stores. 

Promo credits work much like regular credits, with a few exceptions. You can't use them to buy 

gifts for other people and you don't buy them, you earn them. Otherwise, they spend exactly like 

regular credits. When you register for IMVU, you receive 1,000 promo credits for creating your avatar 

and going through the tutorial. You can also get promo credits by checking out new products, getting 

referrals from friends, spinning a prize wheel each day or signing up for offers with IMVU's partners, 

such as becoming a new Netflix or DirectTV subscriber. 

Finally, there are dev credits, or content developer credits. These are actually tokens earned by 

content developers when someone uses promo credits to buy an item that they have created. Ten 

tokens equals one regular credit. Along the same lines, content developers earn regular credits when 

their items are purchased with regular credits. 

Now that you know what you need to purchase items in IMVU's catalog, let's take a closer look at 

what's for sale. 

IMVU Creator Program 

More than 90 percent of the content available for sale in IMVU's catalog has been created by 

creators, which number in the tens of thousands. The creator program allows artists to design all 

types of items. You just need familiarity with a graphics editing program such as Corel Paint Shop Pro 

or Adobe Photoshop -- and Autodesk 3ds Max and Flash if you want to design animations and games. 

All items in IMVU are based on derivations, meaning that they're derived from existing products. 

After creating your design, you use IMVU's Previewer software to upload it to the catalog. IMVU 

takes a cut of each item sale. 

https://coupons.howstuffworks.com/promo-codes/autodesk


IMVU Shopping 

Before you buy items for your avatar with credits, there are some other things that you might be 

interested in buying with your money. For example, you may notice that your avatar has "Guest_" in 

front of its name. In order to get rid of that prefix, you have to pay a one-time fee to buy your 

avatar's name. You can also pay to change your avatar's name or verify your age when you're over 

18. 

There are also some different types of passes that you can purchase, including Access Passes (APs), 

VIP Passes and Try it Passes. IMVU requires users to be at least 13 years of age, but screens users 

under the age of 18 from seeing what it deems to be adult content. Users who are 18 and older can 

purchase an Access Pass (AP). There are groups, forums and rooms available only to AP holders, as 

well as specific AP items. Examples of AP-rated content include items and areas that may depict 

things such as alcohol and tobacco use, nudity, profanity, blood and mature themes. An AP includes 

age verification. 

A VIP Pass is essentially a subscription to IMVU that includes several benefits: name registration, 

priority customer support, a 5 percent discount on catalog items, 5,000 credits per month and no 

visible third-party ads. The Try it Pass allows you to try items from the catalog on for 20 seconds 

while you're chatting with your friends. 

Items in IMVU are sold in the Catalog. This is where you can find everything from skin tones, makeup 

and clothing to rooms, furniture and stickers for your avatar's profile. Prices range widely depending 

on the complexity of the item, but with nearly 2 million items, it's likely that you'll have plenty of 

choices no matter what you want. For example, a catalog search for "long dark red" in the female 

hairstyle category turned up over 140,000 matches, which cost anywhere from 300 credits to more 

than 10,000 credits. 

There are also bundles of items for sale in the Catalog. These themed collections combine outfits, 

items, credits, rooms and more for a discounted price. Each month there are featured bundles on 

sale, but there are always countless bundles available that cost less than buying each individual item. 

Other bundles put together credits, rooms, clothing items and different types of passes. 

IMVU's Music Store sells individual tracks and albums by popular artists on all types of record labels. 

Music can be purchased for credits as MP3s or at a lower price for streaming in public and private 

rooms. Licensing agreements stipulate that one other person must be in the room to stream music, 

and music is played by mixing three or more tracks. Each mix can include up to two tracks by the 

same artist or from the same album. 

We've just scratched the surface of IMVU, but as you can tell, it's a pretty unique experience. Next, 

we'll look at the benefits and compare it to other graphical instant messaging services. 

Benefits of IMVU 

The majority of IMVU's users are female teenagers, which comes as no surprise given the dress-up 

aspect and cute, Barbie-like appearance of the avatars. Interacting with other avatars in beautiful 3-D 

themed settings also appeals to the sense of imaginary play, and artists love the creator program. 

Since you can earn credits by selling created items (and retain the intellectual property rights to 

items that you create), it's possible to defray a chunk of the cost. 

IMVU isn't the only kid on the block, though. Sometimes it's been compared to Second Life, the 

virtual world launched in 2003, but the two are pretty different. Second Life is more immersive; it's 



aimed at adults and isn't Web-based like IMVU. Second Life also has an in-game currency and 

creators can sell their items. However, it's much more complex in terms of customization, going far 

beyond clothes and furniture to include purchasing and designing land, vehicles and buildings. The 

avatars are more customizable and generally look more realistic than IMVU avatars. 

A closer competitor is Habbo, a Web-based virtual hotel that launched in 2001 and is aimed directly 

at teenagers. Like IMVU, Habbo consists of chatting or playing games using customizable avatars in 

public or private rooms that can also be customized. However, Habbo has a mechanism to filter out 

profanity, sexual references and indentifying information such as phone numbers and e-mails. It's 

more limited than IMVU in terms of creativity, although there's still plenty of customizing going on. 

Habbo offers groups, or clubs, and individual Web pages. There's an in-game currency, but no creator 

program. Habbo avatars have a very distinctive, cartoon look and feel. 

In public beta since February 2008, Rocket On describes itself as a "parallel virtual world" added to 

existing communities and Web sites. Unlike traditional messaging clients, Rocket On users can use 

their avatars at any Web site that has embedded a specific line of code into its global header. It's 

essentially a Flash-based plug-in or widget. For example, logged-in Rocket On users visiting a 

merchant's Web site will see their avatar (as well as others) walking around, chatting and interacting 

(even purchasing) virtual items specific to the site. Again, it has some similarities to IMVU, but it's 

also quite different. 

Will graphical instant messaging clients eventually overtake traditional text-based ones? It's hard to 

say for sure, but it seems likely that with their huge earnings potential, more IMVU competitors will 

continue to appear on the market. 

For more articles on IMVU and related topics, see the next page. 

Play It Safe 

While most IMVU users are teens, the site holds a lot of appeal for adults as well, hence the 

availability of the AP and mature items for sale. Internet watchdog Web sites warn, however, about 

the sexy appearance of some of the items that are designed for a general audience. While content 

creators must agree to rate such items as AP only, some choose to violate the policy. The animated, 

gamelike interaction might lull young teens into a false sense of security. In addition, there's nothing 

stopping an adult from posing as a minor and interacting with them. In February 2007, a district 

attorney investigator in Denver, Colo., posed as a 13-year-old girl on IMVU and ultimately arrested an 

adult who proposed a face-to-face meeting [source: CBS4 Denver]. 

IMVU's Web site contains a list of basic safety tips that apply to all online interactions, as well as 

specific information for parents. Ultimately it's up to parents to familiarize themselves with IMVU 

and discuss its use with their kids. 

Lots More Information 

Related HowStuffWorks Articles 

• Top 5 Niche Social Networks 

• What is a social networking site? 

• Are social networking sites addictive? 
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How MySpace Works 
By: Julia Layton & Patrick Brothers 

Myspace is a popular website for connecting with friends all over. Teera Konakan / Getty Images 

The idea isn't new: "Social networking" has been around forever. It's the simple act of expanding the 

number of people you know by meeting your friends' friends, their friends' friends and their friends' 

friends' friends. And MySpace isn't the first (or the last) Web site to take the concept online. So why 

does MySpace have more than twice the traffic of Google within four years of its 2003 launch? 

Fifty-four million people have profiles on MySpace as of February 2006, and 180,000 more register to 

use the site every day. By all accounts, it's a phenomenon. Some people call it dumb luck, some call it 

brilliant and a few call it a sexual predator's dream come true. In this article, we'll find out what 

MySpace really is, what it can do for you, how it blew past the competition and why Rupert Murdoch 

thought it was worth $580 million. 

On MySpace, your social network starts growing from day one without much effort on your part. 

That's part of the draw. Basic MySpace networking works something like this: 

1. You join MySpace and create a profile. 

2. You invite your friends to join MySpace and search MySpace for your friends who are already 

members. These people become part of your initial "Friend Space." 

3. All of the people in your friends' Friend Space become part of your network. You now have 

connections to more people than you did 15 minutes ago. 

From what the author can tell, there's no way to actually view your Extended Network in any 

collective way. But this is the idea: 
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Now, technically, everyone on MySpace is in your 

Extended Network, because when you create a 

profile, MySpace co-founder Tom Anderson is 

automatically added to your Friend Space. We're 

all connected through Tom. To explore your 

Extended Network, you can go to one of your 

friends' profiles, see who's in his Friend Space, 

click on a picture to visit one of those people's 

profiles, see who's in that person's Friend Space 

and work your way down the line. (It's definitely 

not the easiest way to play the Kevin Bacon 

game once you take Tom out of the equation.) You 

can request to add anyone to your Friend Space, 

and if your invitation is accepted, you can send 

that person e-mail, instant messages, links to a 

band you discovered in MySpace Music and 

anything else you might share with your friends. 

There's a lot more to MySpace than networking, but that's the core concept. The big question is why 

MySpace has succeeded where so many others have failed. Lots of people expound on this mystery 

from a business or philosophical perspective, but there are at least a few obvious answers. First and 

possibly foremost, there's the music connection. See the next page to learn more. 

Contents 

1. MySpace Users 

2. Behind the Scenes: MySpace Technology 

3. Using MySpace: MySpace Interface 

4. MySpace Music 

5. MySpace Safety 

6. New MySpace Applications 

7. MySpace Impact 

8. MySpaceTV 

9. Other MySpace Site Sections 

MySpace Users 

Some of the first people to utilize MySpace were musicians and bands, who may have heard about it 

in the first place from the Web site's founders, who were active in the L.A. music scene. Bands used it 

to establish a free online presence to post performance dates and communicate with their fans. In 

2004, MySpace became a full-fledged Internet indie-music portal with the creation of MySpace 

Music, a subsection on MySpace. The new area let bands not only create an online presence, but 

also stream their music through their MySpace profiles and let people download MP3s of their 

songs, all for free. This attracted even more musicians, along with the demographic most known for 

consuming music: teenagers and 20-somethings. 
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And what do teenagers and 20-somethings desire most? Many would tell you it's freedom to express 

themselves without censorship, and MySpace got it right in this area. The only things MySpace 

censors is hate speech and extreme nudity (you'll find some bare breasts and buttocks, but that's 

about it). It's more accessible and more customizable than any networking site that came before it. 

Users can add music, video, graphics, new fonts and crazy layout schemes to their profiles. They can 

use graphics and video files that are hosted elsewhere. The "do what you want, we don't care" 

attitude is a big draw for 16- to 25-year-olds (and everybody else except their parents, probably). 

Everyone can access full profiles, even if they haven't registered, and they don't need to have any 

particular affiliation (with a school, business or interest) to use the site. 

So, if MySpace is for everyone, who is actually using it? Sixteen- to 25-year-olds make up the 

majority of MySpace users, and 25 percent of users are registered as minors (aged 14 to 17 -- you 

need to be at least 14 to register). But you'll find people of all ages using the site for all reasons. 

There are kids who are clearly about 12 lying about their age because MySpace is the place to be. 

There are 30-somethings looking to meet people because it's hard to make friends once you're out of 

grad school, 50-somethings embracing the online networking trend to find new business associates, 

and 70-somethings looking for a date. You can switch up all of those ages and purposes. You'll find 

people looking to publish their poetry online or advertise and accept orders for their latest book 

through their profile page. Unsigned bands use the site to get their music out there and build a 

following. Established artists like Madonna, the Black Eyed Peas, Audioslave and Billy Corgan use the 

site to communicate with fans and get feedback on tracks. 

It's probably starting to become clear why Rupert Murdoch thinks MySpace is worth more than half a 

billion dollars. MySpace is a popular-culture magnet. 

Behind the Scenes: MySpace Technology 

In 2005, Rupert Murdoch's News Corp. bought Intermix Media, the company that had controlling 

interest in MySpace, for $580 million. Most analysts think that what Murdoch was really interested in 

buying was MySpace. With more than 15 billion page views per month (in January 2006 by Alexa's 

count) and millions of digital-media-gobbling young people in rapt attention, MySpace is a potential-

consumer windfall. It's also a major technological undertaking. 

The MySpace technology setup looks roughly like this: 

• Domain name servers: When you type www.myspace.com into your browser bar, you're 

requesting the IP address for MySpace.com from a domain name server (or DNS -- see How 

Domain Name Servers Work to learn more). Instead of owning and maintaining its own DNS 

servers, MySpace uses a "Managed DNS" service called UltraDNS. UltraDNS basically handles 

user IP requests through a huge network of servers, distributing the load based on which 

servers are available at any given time. This system cuts down on congestion, resulting in 

fewer slowdowns and DNS errors for users at peak access times. 
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• Proxy servers: Proxy servers sit between a 

user computer and MySpace's main servers. They 

deliver cached content to users to limit redundant 

requests to MySpace's application servers. 

Enabling content caching at this level cuts down 

on congestion. 

• Application servers: For applications like e-

mail, instant messaging and blogging, MySpace 

uses BlueDragon.NET software running CFML 

(ColdFusion Markup Language) code on 

Microsoft-IIS servers. 

• Database: MySpace has a 20-terabyte (TB), 

scalable cluster of Isilon IQ 1920i servers. (A 

terabyte is 1 trillion bytes.) The cluster stores 

users' uploaded media files (images, videos, 

songs), among other things. It runs on 3.2-GHz 

Intel Xeon processors and has 10 server nodes 

storing 1.92 TB each. The nodes communicate on 

the InfiniBand architecture, which establishes point-to-point, serial connections between 

each server node. Isilon reports that data-transfer speeds are in the neighborhood of 3 GBps. 

• Back-end: MySpace's back-end is an InfiniBand server switch. A server switch facilitates 

communication between multiple severs on multiple platforms -- in this case, between all of 

the servers in the MySpace infrastructure and between the MySpace servers and the 

external servers that deliver content to the end user. The Equinix Exchange central server 

switch in Los Angeles hosts MySpace's content delivery. Equinix Exchange is an Ethernet-

based peering service that connects MySpace to all of the top-tier 

Internet backbones through a single hub -- a "fabric" of server switches connecting all 

Equinix networks. Content travels from MySpace through any of the Equinix-connected 

networks based on the most efficient route to the user and the available bandwidth on a 

network at any given time. 

The setup seems to focus on maximum efficiency and load-distribution to minimize downtime and 

delays. It's not perfect: Alexa ranks it in the bottom 25 percent of Web sites by speed as of February 

2006, and the author received quite a few error messages while trying to navigate MySpace to gather 

information. But MySpace has more traffic than Google and a lot less capital (at least before 

Murdoch stepped in), and speedy, round-the-clock content delivery to millions of users 

simultaneously requires a lot of cash. The two largest infusions of capital happened in 2003, when 

MySpace received an undisclosed amount of funding from Intermix Media (which bought 53 percent 

of MySpace), and in 2005, when MySpace got $11.5 million through an agreement between Intermix 

and Redpoint Ventures (which bought Redpoint's 25 percent of MySpace). After the purchase by 

News Corp., MySpace presumably will be able to buy a lot more toys to increase its speed and 

accessibility. 

As for revenue generators that don't cost stock, MySpace currently has just one: advertising. It's 

advertiser heaven. MySpace's core user profile -- Web-surfing 16- to 25-year-olds -- is the most 

desirable advertising demographic out there. According to Alexa, MySpace reached a peak 16 billion 
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page views in January 2006 -- that's a lot of ad impressions. Estimates have the company taking in 

$30 to $40 million in ad revenue in 2005. 

Now, let's check out the Web site. The author's dog, Ellie, would like to create a MySpace profile and 

expand her social network. 

MySpace Background 

MySpace was founded in 2003 by Chris DeWolfe and Tom Anderson. It began as social-networking 

site along the lines of Friendster. That same year, industry leader Friendster had a major technology 

setback -- it couldn't keep up with its increased traffic. During peak hours, the site slowed to a crawl, 

or users got DNS errors and couldn't access the site at all. Tons of Friendster users got fed up and 

ended up migrating to MySpace through word of mouth, which began with the founders' own friends 

and MySpace employees, along with some media promotion through Intermix, the company that 

owned a controlling share in MySpace at the time. When Anderson and DeWolfe noticed that 

musicians and music fans were utilizing MySpace more than any other single group, they created 

MySpace Music, and the site's traffic skyrocketed. 

Using MySpace: MySpace Interface 

Ellie doesn't have any money, but that's OK -- 

MySpace is entirely free. Here's what we see when 

we arrive at the site: 

Signing up for MySpace takes about two minutes. 

To register and create our basic profile, all we need 

to do is enter a few details on a form: name, e-

mail address, password, country where we live, 

postal code (for United States, Canada and United 

Kingdom residents), gender and birth date. During 

the initial sign-up, we're also prompted to upload a 

photo and invite our friends to join. 

 

Ellie is now a registered MySpace user with a 

profile and all of the goodies that go with it -- an 

e-mail inbox, a blog, space for her photos, a URL 

(she can create a MySpace name to get a custom 

URL, too), an address book and lots of other 

features. 

 

 

And look -- Ellie already has a friend! 
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It's Tom Anderson, president and co-founder of 

the Web site. Ellie is now connected to everyone 

on MySpace.com. To build her network of 

friends, Ellie can invite her current friends to join 

and search for any friends who are already on 

MySpace. She can search by name or e-mail 

address, and MySpace lets her import her entire 

e-mail address book from Yahoo!, Hotmail, AOL 

and Gmail to automatically scan for an address 

connected with a MySpace account. Other search 

methods are by school affiliation (find people you 

go/went to high school or college with -- colleges 

actually have their own sections on MySpace) or 

by business affiliation. 

 

 

 

 

To make new connections, Ellie has a bunch of options: 

• She can browse by certain criteria. 

Browsing criteria include gender, age and 

location. 

• She can get involved in the 

MySpace forums. 

 

• She can join groups based on her hobbies 

and interests. 

When she finds someone she's interested in 

becoming friends with, she just clicks the "Add to 

friends" button on the person's profile page. 

MySpace will send a message to that member 

saying that Ellie wants to add him or her to her 

Friend Space, and that person can either approve 

or deny the request. If the request is approved, 

that person will automatically show up in Ellie's 

Friend Space. 



Besides finding and contacting new friends, you 

can use MySpace to: 

• Create your own blog 

• Rank other peoples' profile photos 

• Grade your college professors 

• Post and view events going on in your area 

• Play games 

• Post and view classified ads 

• Discover new music and artists at MySpace 

Music 

 

 

MySpace Music, as you'll see on the next page, 

is a destination unto itself. MySpace isn't the 

first site to try to remake the music industry via 

the Web, but it's the first to succeed in any 

large-scale way. 
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MySpace Music 

 

Screenshot by HowStuffWorks.com 

Established artists and unsigned bands alike use 

MySpace Music to get their songs out there and 

connect with fans. It's a special section of the 

MySpace Web site (along the line of eBay Motors 

within eBay) with music-related features. 

Artists like REM, Franz Ferdinand, Billy Corgan, the 

Black Eyed Peas and Nine Inch Nails have all 

released albums or tracks on MySpace before the 

official release in stores. Nearly 600,000 bands have profiles, with Coldplay right alongside Rusted 

Halo, an unsigned band in Chesterton, Ind. 

 

For unsigned artists, MySpace's social-networking 

setup is ideal. Local bands have always developed 

a following through word of mouth. With 

MySpace, they have instant access to potential 

fans outside their geographic region. A San 

Francisco band can end up in the Friend Space of 

someone in Germany in a matter of minutes. Some 

of the MySpace Music features include: 

• A built-in music player 

• User ratings/reviews 

• Artists rankings (by page views) 

• Featured bands 

• Show listings by location 

• Music videos by MySpace artists 

And MySpace offers the most valuable asset an unsigned band can hope for: Exposure. No one is 

entirely sure why MySpace has become what other sites have dreamed about -- a place where 

musicians can get their music out there in a major way without the help of a label. Maybe it's the 

site's initial connections to the L.A. music scene; maybe it's a combination of unbelievable traffic 

numbers and custom music functions. 
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MySpace Records Vol. 1 

Photo courtesy Amazon.com 

But however it happened, it's changing the music industry in a 

real way. Bands like Hawthorne Heights, My Chemical Romance 

and Arctic Monkeys have developed huge followings and 

garnered record-label attention via the Internet and MySpace in 

particular. Through Web-based "guerrilla marketing" techniques, 

the Arctic Monkeys released a single that landed at No. 1 on the 

UK Music Chart before the band's debut album even hit the 

shelves. My Chemical Romance has sold more than 1 million 

copies of its 2004 debut CD, and Hawthorne Heights has sold more than a half-million copies of its 

debut CD released the same year. All of these bands are now signed with record labels, but they'd 

built a tremendous fanbase on the Internet (and sold a lot of CDs) before they negotiated contracts, 

giving them significantly more leverage than an artist with a small local following who's discovered 

by an A&R rep at a gig. 

In at least one known case so far, a band's MySpace profile led directly to a record deal. A little-

known California band called Hollywood Undead popped up on MySpace in June 2005. Within a 

week, it was No.4 on the MySpace music chart and had 65,000 loyal fans in its Friend Space. Six 

months later, Hollywood Undead signed with a brand new indie record label: MySpace Records. The 

MySpace record label is the result of a partnership between MySpace and Interscope Records. It 

operates as an indie label but relies on Interscope for retail and industry connections. MySpace 

president Tom Anderson is creative director and head of A&R for MySpace Records. The most 

amazing thing about the whole setup is how the label finds its artists: through the MySpace artist 

ranking system and user feedback. MySpace Records' first release was a compilation album called 

"MySpace Records, Vol.1," in November 2005. It features unsigned artists and artists signed with 

other labels, all with a presence on MySpace. Hollywood Undead's debut album is planned for 

release sometime in 2006. 

MySpace's resounding success has brought with it concerns about the safety and privacy of its 

members. Read on to see how MySpace is dealing with these issues.  
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MySpace Safety 

MySpace requires users to be 14, but there are ways around 

that rule. 

© Photographer: 0tkr0yte | Agency: Dreamstime 

In addition to the discovery that at least seven nonviolent sexual 

assaults on minors could be traced to meetings on MySpace, at 

least one murder has been linked to initial contact on the Web 

site. While these problems are in no way exclusive to MySpace -- 

the Internet in general is a playground for predators by nature of 

its anonymity -- the press has latched on to MySpace in particular 

because a lot of its users are under 18 and the site doesn't verify 

users' identities. 

The site does have rules in place intended to protect its users. 

You have to be 14 or older to register, and if you're younger than 

16, only people in your Friend Space can access your profile. But 

kids lie about their age when they register, and so do people who are looking for underage sex 

partners. 

So MySpace finds itself in something of a Catch-22. A big part of the reason that MySpace is so 

successful is its "hey, whatever" openness. If the site employs identity-verification procedures, it will 

probably chase off the predators and the kids who are lying about their age. It will also potentially 

alienate a lot of the legitimate users who just want a cool place to hang out online without being 

asked for a credit card or social security number. 

According to MySpace representatives, the company dedicates one-third of its 175-person workforce 

to policing profiles for inaccuracies, although it's unclear whether that began before or after the 

media started referring to MySpace as "a parent's nightmare." These employees are looking for age 

discrepancies (matching stated ages with pictures), other profile "errors" and inappropriate material 

that might be accessed by underage users. The MySpace "Safety Tips" section asks users to report 

MySpace users who appear to be younger than 14. It also offers good advice that you'd find on any 

other social-networking or online-dating Web site: 

• Do not to post any personally identifiable information (like your address or phone number). 

• Only meet other MySpace users in public places unless you already know them in "real life." 

• Employ safe surfing techniques to avoid identity theft, phishing and other scams. 

• Immediately report a suspicious MySpace communication, and save the message so the 

police can trace it to the sender if necessary. 

To view the complete MySpace Safety Tips, click here. 

On April 11, 2006, MySpace announced that it had hired a former federal prosecutor to be its first-

ever chief security officer. MySpace says it is also working with WiredSafety.org to implement 

additional safety procedures on the site. But the cat's out of the bag. In the corporate advertising 

world, the revelation that your anonymous, full-of-teenagers Web site is attracting sexual predators 

is probably in the realm of catching Kate Moss with a straw in her nose -- sure, nobody's genuinely 
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surprised, but having proof is a different story. MySpace has taken an active approach to solving its 

image problem by effectively banning 29,000 registered sex offenders from the site. 

There's no doubt that MySpace is popular -- so popular that people want to be able to take their 

MySpace with them -- and now they can with MySpace Mobile. Read on to find out about MySpace 

Mobile and an another highly anticipated recent application, MySpace IM.  

More Places to Network 

• Facebook 

• Friendster 

• LinkedIn 

• Orkut 

• Ryze 

• TagWorld 

• Tribe 

New MySpace Applications 

MySpace has gone mobile. 

© Photographer: cwwmbm | Agency: Dreamstime 

MySpace Mobile 

MySpace's popularity has become somewhat of a phenomenon since 

its debut in 2003, and the brains behind the site are still coming up 

with ways to attract new members and appease the existing ones. To 

answer rising demand, MySpace has gone to great lengths in order to 

make social networking available to users wherever they happen to 

be. That's right -- MySpace has gone mobile. In December 2006, 

MySpace announced that it was partnering with AT&T, formerly 

Cingular Wireless, in order to bring MySpace into the mobile world, and there are various service 

options available. 

AT&T customers can elect to receive MySpace Mobile Alerts, which are SMS messages sent to a 

customer's phone when there are updates to his or her profile. Currently, the text messages are free 

from MySpace, but other costs depend on the user's carrier plan. AT&T Mobile subscribers can opt to 

pay $2.99 a month for the MySpace Mobile service, which, after downloading a Java application, 

allows users to upload photos, post and view blogs, view friends, send and receive e-mail and more. 

But don't think you're getting all of this for that flat rate. While the service is subscription-based, cell 

phone plan data rates also apply. For example, estimates show that uploading a photo from a 1.2 

megapixel camera could cost as much as $1.50, so if you're on a budget, you'll want to keep that in 

mind. Myspace mobile service is also available on Helio brand devices. Helio, which is backed by 

EarthLink and SK Telecom, provides a custom application for using MySpace, and most of its plans 

cover unlimited data, so using MySpace comes at no extra charge. 
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MySpaceIM 

Given that people today crave immediate gratification, it comes as no surprise that MySpace users 

want their alerts faster and easier. So, in order to keep its millions of users happy, MySpace officially 

launched its instant messenger function, MySpaceIM, on June 20, 2007, giving users another way to 

keep in touch with their friends. MySpaceIM, a downloadable program, incorporates chat into the 

user's experience. Before the introduction of MySpaceIM, MySpace users had to use other instant 

messenger functions, such as the popular AOL Instant Messenger (AIM), in order to satisfy their 

chatting needs, but now they won't have to. 

MySpaceIM has a variety of functions, including an integrated music player, adjustable conversation 

views, custom backgrounds and avatars, plus a skinnable interface. You can import your friends list to 

MySpaceIM, which makes the transition fairly simple. It also allows you to send sound bites, called 

"zaps," to your friends. Avid users will most likely enjoy the one-click login and the instant alerts for 

messages, requests and comments. 

Cerulean Studios, the company that developed instant messenger client Trillian, is supporting 

MySpaceIM with the release of Trillian Astra. MySpace is hoping to make MySpaceIM work as 

smoothly as possible, so it is also having a Pidgin plug-in developed for the new IM. It connects 

MySpaceIM to an IM library called libpurple, and it should help iron out any of the kinks found after 

the test launch. The requirements for running MySpaceIM are Microsoft Windows 

(98/2000/XP/Vista) and Internet Explorer 5.0 or higher. 

While keeping up with your friends is key, MySpace also wants to help you keep up with important 

issues with the recent addition (as of 2007) of MySpace Impact. The section allows users -- both 

individuals and organizations -- to post information about different causes, which in turn spreads 

awareness and gains supports for those causes. Read on to find out how MySpace is making an 

impact. 

MySpace Impact 

Barack Obama had a MySpace Impact page 

during elections. 

Paul J. Richards/AFP/Getty Images 

Many important and influential people have gone 

to extreme measures trying to get young people 

interested in politics, but polling statistics have 

shown that their efforts were mostly wasted. Now 

MySpace is trying its hand at popularizing politics 

by introducing MySpace Impact. MySpace Impact 

is a political section of the site devoted to 

educating MySpace users on the world of politics. 

Even though the site is international, the focus of 

MySpace Impact is on American politics. Adding MySpace Impact was one of the site's most selfless 

endeavors, given that the section is focused more on educating users and creating an online dialogue 

than it is on generating revenue. 

MySpace gives out Impact Awards, which are divided into six categories -- International 

Development, Poverty Relief, Social Justice, Health and Safety, Environmentalism and Community-

building. Only one Impact Award is given out each month, and the candidates are user-nominated. 
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After the contest is under way, a user can vote for the organization that he believes best serves the 

specific category. ONE.org: The Campaign to Make Poverty History won the Impact Award for Poverty 

Relief on June 25, 2007. The organization received $10,000, a monthlong link on the MySpace Impact 

community page, a mention in the monthly newsletter and a MySpace-wide bulletin announcing its 

victory. The winners' causes benefit greatly because of the public exposure offered by MySpace. 

MySpace Impact also has a section called "Presidential Focus" that contains links to the presidential 

candidates' MySpace pages. Every candidate, from Barack Obama to John McCain, is on MySpace 

Impact, and each candidate's page explains his or her stance on hot-button issues like education, 

health care and immigration. 

MySpace Impact also provides links to political events around the world and even videos to help 

keep users up to speed on the current political climate. 

Possibly the greatest aspect of MySpace Impact, however, is the link to begin the voter registration 

process. Many young people use MySpace, so it's a great way to get previously uninterested 

potential voters into the booths on Election Day. 

MySpaceTV 

MySpaceTV is a video site that launched in June of 

2007, which features user-generated content and 

other online video. 

Nicholas Kamm/AFP/Getty Images 

MySpace's video-sharing capabilities have helped 

make the site the social-networking giant that it is 

today. And in June 2007, MySpace launched an 

improved video site called MySpaceTV.com. It is 

an international site that is available in 15 

countries and seven languages. The site not only features user-generated content and other online 

video programming, but also Sony Minisodes, five-minute clips of classic TV shows. MySpace set up 

deals with Reuters, the New York Times and National Geographic to bring quality content to 

MySpaceTV.com. Users can also create their own customized channel pages. These customizable 

channels will allow users to save videos, comments and playlists, and the channels can also be linked 

to a user's regular MySpace profile. MySpaceTV is available to nonmembers, but only registered 

MySpace users will be able to upload content. Other MySpaceTV features include: 

• Video charts 

• Categorical organization 

• Featured channels 

• Featured videos 

• Hot video of the day 

News Corp., which owns MySpace, has joined NBC Universal to embark upon a venture that will help 

the two media companies air their TV shows and movies over the Internet in a legal and profitable 

manner. MySpaceTV is set to be one of the outlets for the partnership. This partnership should aid 

MySpace in its quest to surpass other major video sites like YouTube and Yahoo. 
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Many bloggers and online video connoisseurs believe that MySpaceTV copied YouTube's format too 

closely. Everything from MySpaceTV's page layout to its video organizational method is questionably 

similar to that of YouTube. Some people believe that MySpaceTV intentionally copied YouTube in 

order to achieve comparable success, but other people think that there really was no other way to 

construct the site. YouTube set up its site so perfectly that there was little to no room for 

improvement and no chance to succeed without following its example. Either way, both sites do 

function in similar ways. The deciding factor for many Web video fans will be whether they are 

already on MySpace.com when they decide to hunt for online videos. 

On the next page, we'll learn about MySpace's expansion into movies, news and comedy.  

Other MySpace Site Sections 

MySpace Movies 

MySpace was one of the sponsors of the 

Cinevegas Film Festival in 2007. 

Photo courtesy Getty Images 

Movie fans from around the world use MySpace 

Movies to find information on new releases 

and films that are still in production. It's a special 

section of the site that provides users with access 

to video clips and summaries of movies that they 

want to see. MySpace Movies offers Hollywood 

news and a search field that lets users find show 

times and purchase tickets online. Other features of MySpace Movies include: 

• Photos 

• Cast and crew info 

• Two featured movies 

• Links to movies' MySpace profiles 

• Box office rankings 

Even though MySpace Movies doesn't offer any services that are above and beyond those of 

ordinary movie Web sites, it gives users one less reason to exit MySpace's domain. Plus, avid movie 

fans enjoy adding movie profiles to their friends list. 

MySpace News  

In April 2007, MySpace launched MySpace News. MySpace News is a news aggregator that 

takes algorithms and user ratings into account. It draws news articles from reputable sources as well 

as from personal blogs, all in real time. MySpace users can submit Web sites to the aggregator 

database, and the stories are then rated by users on the site. In this way, Myspace positions itself 

between fully aggregated news sites like Google News and fully user-submitted news content like 

Digg.com. MySpace News engages its community by allowing users to rate and comment on the 

stories. Users can browse news items by common topics such as sports, politics and travel, and the 

results can be narrowed by location. Although it is far from being the site's most widely used section, 

MySpace News will undoubtedly grow in popularity, especially as longtime users mature into 
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adulthood. The fact that MySpace has moved into more serious realms of media, like news and 

politics, is evidence of the site's desire to bring every aspect of the Web to one place. 

Myspace Film  

Novice and expert filmmakers alike use MySpace Film as an opportunity to promote, share and 

discuss their work in a social network setting. Like MySpace's other artistic channels, MySpace Film 

features rotating banners that spotlight user-generated content on its homepage. As you can 

imagine, films featured on MySpace Film's homepage can gain popularity throughout the world, 

which is more exposure than most amateur filmmakers ever dream of getting. 

MySpace Film has a section called Festival Focus, which promotes independent film festivals and has 

links to festivals' MySpace pages. Some of the MySpace Film features include: 

• An advanced search tool 

• List of film screenings and locations 

• A section on film-related jobs 

• A User's Choice Award 

Every filmmaker on the site has a chance to win the User's Choice Award, which brings the winner 

fame and notoriety. Matt Riddlehoover won the User's Choice Award in June 2006 for his film "To a 

Tee." The exposure that Riddlehoover received from winning the MySpace award has brought him all 

sorts of media attention, including direct quotes in an article in Filmmaker magazine. 

MySpace Comedy 

Amateur comedians and seasoned professionals alike use MySpace Comedy to advertise and 

promote themselves. Although frequenting open-mic nights is good practice, it is no longer the only 

way for an amateur comedian to gain recognition. In the summer of 2006, MySpace launched a new 

section called MySpace Comedy. Some of the section's features include: 

• A list of upcoming shows and tour dates 

• Improv picks of the week 

• Sketch comedy section 

• A featured blog 

• Featured videos 

• A festivals and events section 

Even though the MySpace Comedy channel focuses more on commercial rather than user-generated 

content, it still provides amateur comedians with great opportunities for networking. Dane Cook is a 

good example of the modern Internet comedian. Cook created a profile for himself in late 2003. 

Although MySpace Comedy wasn't yet up, Cook utilized the social-networking of MySpace to 

connect with his audience. He posted bits of comedy on his page every day and added links to his 

own site, DaneCook.com. Since Cook created his MySpace profile, more than 2 million people have 

added him as a "friend." 

For more information on MySpace and related topics, check out the links on the next page. 
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How Windows Live E-mail Works 
By: Tim Crosby 

Microsoft's Windows Live suite offers several e-mail 

programs. 

Microsoft product screen shot reprinted with 

permission from Microsoft Corporation. 

If you use the Internet for work or play, you're used 

to moving from application to application as needed. 

Maybe you use an e-mail program to send messages, 

and then switch to an instant-messaging program or a Web browser to view a friend's blog or post a 

new photo to your own page on a social-networking site. 

Moving from program to program can be a headache, however, and do you know if you're really 

keeping up with the latest Web services and technology out there? 

One of the latest pushes among leading software companies is finding ways to seamlessly integrate 

different programs, allowing users to move easily from one application to another as they create, 

share and store information. Windows Live is Microsoft's integrated suite of services and programs. 

Windows Live combines applications such as e-mail, instant messaging and word processing with 

online services such as file sharing, blogs and off-site file storage. Users access some of these services 

online while downloading others to their hard drives. The applications and services are free of 

charge. 

E-mail is one of the most popular applications in Internet use and Windows Live support several 

programs including MSN Hotmail and Windows Live Mail, which allows you to download mail from 

several other accounts. 

In this article, we'll discuss the e-mail functions included in Windows Live. We'll look at the history of 

Windows Live and its e-mail functions, the e-mail's special and unique features, how to set up an 

account and what might be coming in the future. 

Contents 

1. History of Windows Live 

2. Windows Live E-mail Unique Features 

3. Using Windows Live E-mail 
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History of Windows Live 

Windows Live offers e-mail users a traditional 

inbox view. 

Microsoft product screen shot reprinted with 

permission from Microsoft Corporation. 

To trace the origins of Windows Live e-mail 

programs, you have to know the history of 

Windows Live itself. 

Microsoft engineers began working on Windows 

Live around 2001, as company leaders began 

pushing for innovations that would give the 

company more flexibility and long-term advantages [source: CNET News]. Leaders wanted an 

Internet-based, all-encompassing suite of programs that they could quickly modify and improve 

through live updates. The move was a dramatic shift for the company, which traditionally focused on 

prepackaged software and operating systems. 

Microsoft founder and chairman Bill Gates first talked about the Windows Live effort in the fall 2005, 

announcing the company was entering a new era that would change the face of Web use. The 

company aimed for both personal and small business users. On May 6, 2007, the company officially 

announced Windows Live Hotmail would replace MSN Hotmail in a global launch available in 36 

languages. 

The first version of the Windows Live effort took many existing products such as Hotmail and 

Messenger and repackaged and branded them. Since the Windows Live launch, however, the 

company has continued adding new products and updates to the suite. 

The service helps the company better understand how customers use its products and the Web in 

general, allowing it to stay ahead of demand as competition grows. Company officials said in the 

same article that their goal is continuously updating products and launching new ones to meet the 

evolving demands of Web users. Many of the products are aimed at the general public that's familiar 

with basic software programs. Another portion, however, is aimed at the more computer-savvy user 

and even encourages them to explore innovative ways to further evolve the Windows Live package. 

Microsoft uses a development method that emphasizes early public feedback on updates and new 

products. Often, it'll make experimental or "beta" versions of new products available for download, 

encouraging users to try and critique their performance. 

Although the Internet-based services in Windows Live are free, the system includes higher levels of 

function that are available for a subscription price. The approach also provides advertising 

opportunities that potentially provide revenue for the company. Typically, the lowest level of service 

is available free of charge and supported by advertisements while the better versions are 

subscription-based. 

On the next page, we'll talk about some of the unique features found in the Windows Live e-mail 

application. 
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Windows Live E-mail Unique Features 

Windows Live e-mail programs has filters to 

detect spam and marks them so they're 

immediately visible to users. 

Microsoft product screen shot reprinted with 

permission from Microsoft Corporation. 

Hotmail, which is one of the e-mail programs 

supported by Windows Live, is certainly not new, 

but engineers are constantly adding new and 

unique features to the venerable program. 

To start with, the new Hotmail has 5 gigabytes of 

storage for users, which is a large amount for the casual user. To put 5 gigabytes in perspective, it can 

store three, two-hour movies or about 1,000 MP3 files. 

The new design also allows users to choose among several layouts, colors and toolbars. The options 

allow users to select the setup that makes the most sense to them and provides the most 

convenience to their e-mail habits. Longtime users of Hotmail can use the familiar Classic look, 

making it easier to transition to the newer version. It's easy to switch views allowing users to access 

advanced features. The overall set up resembles Microsoft Outlook, another popular e-mail program. 

Other features include: 

• Reading panes that allow quick e-mail views and image blockers to guard against spammers 

• Drag-and-drop action to help organize e-mails 

• Right-clicking, which allows users to quickly reply, delete, print or manage folders 

• Automatic address completion, which quickly fills in an address based on the first few 

keystrokes by a user 

• Mobility, which allows users to access their e-mail using a Web-enabled mobile phone, 

smartphone or PDA 

• Customized filters, spell check and calendar functions 

Security isn't only better on the new Windows Live Hotmail, it's easier to use. Color icons make it 

simple to quickly determine whether an e-mail is suspicious. The user can wipe out junk mail with a 

single click. The program also contains effective anti-virus and spyware features that allow users to 

keep their computer clear of such troublesome issues. The overall look, with a preview window and 

reading pane, strongly resembles Outlook, including that program's drag-and-drop features and 

organization. 

If you don't wish to download mail to your computer, you can use Windows Live Mail to visit your 

various mailboxes around the Web. If you're familiar with Microsoft Outlook Express, then Windows 

Live Mail will be a snap. It's known as a simple, cleanly designed e-mail program. It also offers some 

nice higher-end features, such as the ability to send photo e-mail. Like its Hotmail companion, 

Windows Live Mail allows you to customize your screen and lay out the program to your liking. 

Windows Live Mail allows you to access multiple accounts easily, including Hotmail, Yahoo Mail 

premium accounts, Google's Gmail and others. You also can open a Windows Live Messenger 

http://get.live.com/


account and chat with your messaging buddies from the convenience of your Windows Live Mail 

inbox. The program also makes it easy to check your friend's social networking pages on Windows 

Live Spaces blogs. It also allows you to store e-mail directly on your computer, which can aid long-

term storage. 

Windows Live lets e-mail users import contact 

information from other e-mail programs. 

Microsoft product screen shot reprinted with 

permission from Microsoft Corporation. 

Windows Live Mail is spam protected and includes 

anti-virus filters that you can apply to multiple e-

mail accounts. It also has visual warnings that 

warn if an e-mail message appears suspicious. If 

you see one, the user has the option to click 

"Delete and Block," which will take care of that e-

mail and block any other e-mails from that address. 

Find out how to set up and use a Windows Live e-mail account on the next page. 

Using Windows Live E-mail 

Windows Live e-mail programs let users view e-

mail messages on their mobile device such as 

smartphones or cell phones. 

Microsoft product screen shot reprinted with 

permission from Microsoft Corporation. 

Setting up a Windows Live e-mail account is fast 

and easy. First, you need to visit a login site, such 

as http://www.windowslive.com/. Once there, 

you can follow the simple instructions and 

prompts to use the entire Windows Live suite, 

including e-mail. 

The first thing you'll need to do is get yourself a Windows Live ID. It's possible you already have one, 

especially if you have a Hotmail or Messenger account. Other Microsoft programs also require you to 

sign up for an ID. Often, your ID is simply your e-mail and a password. 

To sign up, you'll need to enter some basic biographical information, choose a Windows Live ID, type 

and retype a password of your choosing and complete a screen verification -- that procedure in 

which you have to retype the weirdly shaped numbers and letters on the screen. Once you're signed 

up, you'll be directed to home.live.com where you can select from the array of Windows Live 

services, including Hotmail. 

At this point, you can enter your new e-mail account. The first thing you might want to do is import 

your contacts. This is easy if you're using Microsoft Outlook or Outlook Express. Simply click on the 

area for importing contacts, download, run the wizard and follow the prompts. 

If you click under "Options," you'll find instructions on how to manage your account by editing your 

personal information, sending and receiving e-mail from other accounts, forwarding messages and 

http://get.live.com/
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setting up automated replies, for times when you're unavailable. You'll also see information on 

managing junk e-mail, customizing your mailbox such as choosing a theme or language and 

customizing the contacts you imported. 

To sign up for Windows Live Mail, you'll need to download it. (You'll also have the option of 

downloading several other Windows Live programs at that time). Once downloaded, you can select 

any previously existing e-mail account of yours to access using the your ID (e-mail account name) and 

password. You also can add an e-mail account at any time by clicking on "Add e-mail account" and 

filling in the required information. 

You'll notice that Windows Live Mail is organized very similarly to your Hotmail or Outlook screens. 

Clicking on the "Show menu" icon (located on the upper right side of the main window in the initial 

set-up) will allow you to select options for customizing your mailbox, such as layout, toolbar and 

menus. 

Future of Windows Live e-mail 

Microsoft envisioned the Windows Live as a suite of programs it could continually update. Already, 

engineers have added dozens of features and improvements to the programs. Often, such 

improvements are prompted by users, some of whom sign up to provide input and allow the 

company to monitor their software use to look for ways to improve it. Under this model, it seems 

certain Windows Live Mail and Windows Live Hotmail will evolve. 

A major trend in electronic communications revolves around unifying messaging systems, placing the 

array of tools such as e-mail, voice-mail and messaging under one umbrella for easier use. With its 

philosophy already emphasizing integration and continual updates, it's possible Windows Live e-mail 

systems will lead the way in this arena. 

For more information about Windows Live e-mail and related topics, check out the links on the next 

page. 

Lots More Information 

Related HowStuffWorks Articles 

• How E-mail Works 

• How AOL Mail Works 

• How Yahoo Mail Works 

• How Smartphones Work 

• How a BlackBerry Works 

  

More Great Links 

•  Windows Live Wire 

• Windows Live 
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Instant messaging is fast, fun, versatile and 

downright addictive. According to the latest 

statistics from the Pew Internet & American Life 

Project, 34 percent of online teenage girls and 25 

percent of online teenage boys send at least one 

instant message every day [source: Pew Internet 

& American Life Project]. When you consider that 

95 percent of all teenagers in America are 

"online," it's enough to make even the most 

stubborn e-mail dinosaur say "OMG." 

With the popularity of TV programs like "To Catch 

a Predator," many parents are concerned about 

the safety of IM. Does IM make teenagers more 

vulnerable to sexual predators? Is IM any more 

dangerous than online social networks like 

MySpace and Facebook, or even e-mail? 

The truth is that by taking some simple precautions, both teenagers and adults can enjoy IM safely. 

How do you keep your computer safe while instant messaging? How do you keep your family safe? 

Read on to find out. 

Contents 

1. Maintaining Instant Messaging Security 

2. What Happens Without Instant Messaging Security 

Maintaining Instant Messaging Security 

Instant messaging security starts with your screen 

name. Creating a screen name is a fun, creative 

process, and everyone wants his or her screen name 

to say something unique. But try your best to avoid 

including any personal information in your screen 

name. This is especially true for teens, who are the 

most vulnerable to online predators. 

Some words to avoid including in your screen name: 

• Your real first or last name (example: jennysmith) 

• Your age (example: jenny16) 

• Your geographical location (example: jennyNYC) 

• The name of your high school or college (example: 

jenny_centralHS) 

Some alternative ideas for creating a screen name: 

• Your hobbies (example: IMaddict2008) 

• Your pet's name (example: frecklesmom) 
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• Your favorite musician, sports team, actor, food, etc. (example: rihanna4ever) 

Once you've created a screen name, treat it like a secret identity. Don't give it out to just anyone. A 

screen name should be even more private than an e-mail address. Don't publish it on public Web 

sites where it's easy for phishing programs to record your screen name and send 

you spam messages. Also try to avoid linking your screen name to your e-mail address, or vice versa. 

When you were a kid, there was one unbreakable rule: "Don't talk to strangers." The same is true for 

IM security. The best way to safely use IM is to only chat with people you know. If someone you don't 

know tries to IM you, don't accept the invitation. If they have a legitimate reason to get in touch with 

you, they can send an e-mail or call. 

If for some reason you decide to chat with someone on IM that you don't know, or don't know very 

well, don't open up any files or photos that are attached to a message. This is an easy way for a 

malicious hacker to load a virus, worm or spyware onto your computer. 

Even if you're chatting with a friend, check the name and file extension of all attached files before 

opening them. If your friend's computer is infected with a virus, it could automatically send out 

copies of the virus to all of your friend's IM buddies. Particularly avoid opening any suspicious .txt or 

.exe files. 

Don't include any highly personal or private information in an IM message. Instant messages, like e-

mail, are relatively easy for a hacker to intercept. All of the messages need to pass through a central 

server (AOL, Yahoo!, Google, et cetera) and can be stolen at various weak points in the network. Also, 

many IM programs save the logs of an IM session for future reference. This can be useful, especially 

if you use IM in a work setting, but it can also pose a security risk. If someone gains access to your IM 

logs, they can use your old messages to collect highly personal or highly sensitive information. 

Most IM programs include status messages that allow those on your buddy or contact list to know if 

you're available to chat. Be careful about letting people know too much about where you are and 

what you're doing. Instead of saying, "Gone out to Burger King," just use a generic "Busy." This way 

you don't tip off a potential stranger that you've left your home or office and are in a particular 

outside location. 

The last rule of IM is to be extremely careful when meeting someone in real life who you only know 

through IM. Take a friend or parent along and meet in a public place during the day, like a café or a 

busy park. 

Now let's look at what can happen if you don't maintain IM security. 
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What Happens Without Instant Messaging Security 

Without instant messaging security, you make 

yourself more vulnerable to harmful computer 

viruses, theft of important work-related 

information and in the worst cases, put yourself in 

personal danger. 

A particularly dangerous type of computer virus is 

called a Trojan horse. These viruses are disguised 

as legitimate software programs -- hence the name 

-- to fool you into installing them on your 

computer. If you open an IM attachment and run 

the Trojan horse file, you may have given a 

malicious hacker the ability to monitor and even 

control your computer remotely. 

Trojan horse viruses can replicate and send copies 

of themselves to everyone on your IM or contact 

list. They can manipulate file-sharing controls 

within your IM program to allow open access to 

every file on your hard drive. They can even send information about you and your computer to 

the hacker, like your IP (Internet protocol) address and system passwords. 

If you use IM for work, be careful not to send sensitive company information over unencrypted 

networks. Standard IM programs like AOL Instant Messenger, Yahoo! Messenger and Google 

Talk send messages back and forth over unencrypted networks. This is why many companies choose 

to install special IM clients on their internal, encrypted networks to keep sensitive information out of 

the hands of prying hackers. If your office saves IM logs on a central server, make sure that access to 

the server is highly secure. 

For parents, the biggest security and safety concern about IM is that their teens will meet a stranger 

online and be lured into a dangerous real-world encounter. According to a study published by 

"Pediatrics," 15 percent of online kids aged 10 to 15 reported an "unwanted sexual solicitation" 

online in 2007. Of those solicitations, 43 percent came through IM. Additionally, 33 percent of online 

10-15 year olds reported some type of online harassment in 2007 with more than half of those 

messages coming through IM [source: Pediatrics]. 

It should be noted that nothing in the report suggests that these solicitations and harassment were 

from adults. In fact, the study reversed one of the common stereotypes about adult online 

predators. Most people assume that these adults pretend to be young people themselves and hide 

their sexual intentions. According to law enforcement records, in 95 percent of the sex crimes that 

originated online, the adults were honest about their age, and in 79 percent of the cases, the adults 

were honest about their intent to have sexual relations with the minor [source: Pediatrics]. 

While any statistics concerning sexual predators are disturbing, these new numbers show that 

perhaps the greatest form of IM safety for teenagers is good parenting. Parents should talk to their 

kids about their online life and make sure that they're chatting with the right people. For many 

teenagers, IM is a crucial part of their socializing culture. Instead of cutting kids off from IM, treat it 

with the same care that you treat your child's offline friendships. If you wouldn't let your child hang 
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out with friends you don't know, then do your best to make sure they're not IMing people you don't 

know either. 

For even more information about online security, instant messaging and related topics, check out the 

helpful links on the next page. 

Lots More Information 

Related HowStuffWorks Articles 

• How Instant Messaging Works 

• How E-mail Works 

• How Online Social Networks Work 

• How AOL Instant Messenger Works 

• How Yahoo Messenger Works 

More Great Links 

• Microsoft.com: 10 Tips for Safer Instant Messaging 

Sources 

• Lehart, Amanda et al. "Writing, Technology and Teens." The Pew Internet & American Life 

Project. April 24, 2008. http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_Writing_Report_FINAL3.pdf 

• Microsoft. "10 Tips for Safer Instant Messaging." Jan. 8, 2007. 

http://www.microsoft.com/protect/yourself/email/imsafety/mspx 

• University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. "Instant Messaging Security." Campus 

Information Technology and Educational Services. 

http://www.cites.uiuc.edu/security/imvirus.html 

• Ybarra, Michelle L; Mitchell, Kimberly J."How Risky are Social Networking Sites? A 

Comparison of Places Online Where Youth Sexual Solicitation and Harassment 

Occurs."  Pediatrics. Jan. 28, 2008. 
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Imagine taking part in a Web conference designed 

to pitch your product to foreign investors. You're 

in New York, and your potential investors are in 

London. Your partner and main presenter is in San 

Francisco. While you're listening in, you realize a 

key point that he should make. 

You pull out your BlackBerry, go to BlackBerry 

Messenger and send your partner an instant 

message: "Todd, you can tie that really well to 

return on investment." The immediate response 

is: "Got it. Will do." Message sent and received 

without the investors being aware, point made, 

and the conference moves on to your company's 

advantage. 

Or imagine running into heavy traffic on the way 

to an out-of-town family gathering. You know 

you'll be late, but you don't know who to call. You 

use BlackBerry Messenger to contact several relatives at once with an apology and estimated arrival 

time. "That's OK," your sister messages back. "We're stuck in the same mess. Just keep us posted." 

Your dad responds with: "We'll just wait for you here at the restaurant." 

BlackBerry Messenger gives BlackBerry users a quick, easy way to send instant messages to each 

other using their PIN codes. It's free and, unlike with e-mail, users can carry on several conversations 

at the same time. They also can chat with a group, see contacts' availability, send files and track 

message status. 

What are the features of BlackBerry Messenger? How does instant messaging with your BlackBerry 

work? And, what are the advantages and disadvantages of BlackBerry Messenger? Go to the next 

page to find out. 

  

Contents 

1. Advantages and Disadvantages of BlackBerry Messenger 

2. Getting Started with BlackBerry Messenger 

3. BlackBerry Messenger Functions 

4. Alternative Messaging Options for BlackBerry Devices 

https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/basics/aol-mail.htm#pt442365_1
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/basics/aol-mail.htm#pt442365_2
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/basics/aol-mail.htm#pt442365_3
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/basics/aol-mail.htm#pt442365_4


Advantages and Disadvantages of BlackBerry Messenger 

BlackBerry Messenger can be a definite asset, if you want to 

exchange messages with other Blackberry users. With it, you can: 

• Carry on a real-time conversation with friends and 

colleagues in several different locations -- or carry on several 

conversations simultaneously. 

• Chat with a group. 

• Send and receive an unlimited number of messages 

worldwide for free with no per-message charge. 

• Get messages without filling up your inbox. 

• Know whether a buddy is online, available or busy. 

• Let your contacts know your own availability for instant 

messaging. 

• Manage log-in and contacts as you would if you were using 

an IM program from your PC. 

• Continue using other programs and send and receive e-mails 

while BlackBerry Messenger is running. 

• Invite someone to join your buddy list and start 

communicating without setting up a separate IM account. 

• Be notified by a specific ringtone or vibration setting each 

time a message arrives from a particular person. 

[sources: BlackBerry Connection, BlackBerry Messenger User Guide and CrackBerry] 

One disadvantage of BlackBerry Messenger is that you can't send an instant message to someone 

unless you know his or her PIN code, the eight-digit letter-and-number code assigned to that 

particular Blackberry device. 

However, the biggest disadvantage of BlackBerry Messenger may be that it only allows you to 

exchange instant messages with other BlackBerry users. Introduced in early 2006 as a feature of 

BlackBerry Enterprise Server 4.1, BlackBerry Messenger isn't compatible with popular IMing 

programs. That's because it works differently. 

With most instant messaging services, you download software that becomes the client on your 

computer or smartphone. That client connects to the provider's server, using a proprietary protocol 

for communication. Once you've logged on, the client sends the server your connection information 

(IP address), your computer port number and the names of everyone on your contact list. 

The server creates a temporary file with connection information for you and your contacts. Then the 

server determines which contacts are logged on and sends that information to your client, as well as 

letting the contacts know you're available. After that, the server is no longer involved, and all 

communication is between your client and that of your message recipient. 
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With BlackBerry Messenger, however, the server stays involved as it would if you were sending e-

mails. All communications go through parent-company Research in Motion's servers as you continue 

to exchange messages. That also means you can't use BlackBerry Messenger unless you have a 

BlackBerry Internet plan, or data plan [source: CrackBerry]. 

Next, let's explore what else you'll need to get started with BlackBerry Messenger and its basic 

functions. 

Getting Started with BlackBerry Messenger 

BlackBerry Messenger doesn't require much set-

up, particularly as it comes preloaded on newer 

models. With an older BlackBerry model, you'll 

have to do a BlackBerry Messenger download. No 

matter what, here's what you'll need to use 

BlackBerry Messenger: 

• A Java-based BlackBerry 

• A BlackBerry Internet plan, or data plan, so 

you can send and receive PIN messages through 

Research in Motion's servers 

• Your PIN code -- to find it, go to "Options," 

then "Status" and finally "PIN" 

• Blackberry Messenger software -- if it's not already on your BlackBerry, use your BlackBerry 

browser or Internet Explorer to go to http://www.blackberry.com/messenger and download 

it. If you plan to install the BlackBerry Messenger program via your computer, you need 

BlackBerry Device Software v 3.6 or higher. If you're installing from your BlackBerry, you'll 

need BlackBerry Device Software v 3.7 or higher and at least 16 MB of flash memory. 

With the software installed, you're ready to log on. The first time, you'll be asked to pick a display 

name to identify yourself while IMing and to create a password. Once you do that, you'll be logged 

automatically into BlackBerry Messenger whenever your device is connected to your wireless 

network. Once you build your contact list, you can send and receive messages. 

Adding Contacts 

BlackBerry Messenger's contact list shows your individual contacts and contact groups. Before you 

can IM with someone, you have to invite him to join your contact list and request permission to 

exchange messages. You can do this with existing contacts in your BlackBerry address book by 

following these steps: 

1. Bring up the menu for BlackBerry Messenger. 

2. Select "Add a Contact," which'll take you to your address book. 

3. Click on the contact name you want to add, and select "Request." 

Contacts who aren't in your BlackBerry address book also need to be added there. Here's how to 

send those contacts invitations: 

1. Open BlackBerry Messenger and use the trackwheel to go to the Contact List screen. 
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2. Click "Add a Contact," which takes you to your address book. 

3. Scroll to the top of the list, and highlight "Use Once." 

4. Click "Request by E-mail or PIN." 

5. Type an e-mail address or PIN code, and press "Enter." 

6. Add a message, and click "OK" twice. 

Once the contact accepts your invitation, he'll be added automatically to your contact list. Invitations 

that contacts send to you will appear on the Contact List screen. To accept a request, select it, click 

the trackwheel, and then click "Open" and "Accept." To deny the request, use the same process but 

click "Decline" instead of "Accept." 

Sending and Receving Messages 

To send an IM, click a contact's name on the Contact List. Then click "Start Conversation" and type 

your message. Finish by clicking the Enter key. 

To join an existing conversation, go to the Contact List and click on a contact in the Existing 

Conversations list. Then click "Open Conversation." 

To add contacts to a conversation or start a conference, click on the trackwheel during a 

conversation. Then click on "Invite" to invite more contacts to participate. 

To end a conversation, click on the trackwheel during the conversation and then click "End 

Conversation." 

Once you've mastered the basics, you're ready to explore more advanced functions of BlackBerry 

Messenger like managing contacts and groups or setting your availability status and alerts. Let's look 

next at some functions that make IMing fast and easy. 

Pin and Ping Lingo 

They're similar sounding but nothing alike. You need the PIN code that identifies your BlackBerry 

device to use BlackBerry Messenger. Then you can send PIN-to-PIN instant messages to other users. 

The ping refers to making someone's BlackBerry vibrate when a message arrives. So you might say, 

"Give me your PIN, and I'll ping you at 3 p.m." 



BlackBerry Messenger Functions 

With BlackBerry Messenger, it's easy to manage 

contacts, to indicate your availability, to "ping" a 

contact and to perform other functions. Here's 

how some of these work. 

Managing Contacts 

Perhaps you'd like to use BlackBerry Messenger to 

see a contact's information. All you need to do is 

go to the Contact List screen, click on the contact's 

name, and click "Contact Info." 

Or maybe you'd like to remove an individual 

contact from your contact list. To do so, go to the 

Contact List screen, and click on the contact's 

name. After that, click on "Delete Contact" and 

then "Delete." 

Beyond treating your contacts separately, BlackBerry Messenger lets you gather them into groups 

and then manage those groups. For example: 

• To add a group to the contact list, go to the Contact List screen and click "Add Group." Then 

type a name and click "OK." 

• To switch a contact from one group to another, click the contact's name on the Contact List 

and click "Move." Then select a group and click on it. 

• To remove a group, click the group's name on your Contact List. Then click "Delete Group" 

and "Delete." (Note that you can't remove the default Contacts group.) 

Availability Status 

Your availability status shows your contacts whether you want to exchange IMs (Available) or not 

(Unavailable) at any given time. BlackBerry Messenger will automatically change your status in some 

cases. It'll, for example, show a Busy icon if you're doing something else on your BlackBerry or if you 

have not responded to a message received in the past two minutes. An Unreachable icon will be 

shown if you're using the phone or in an area without enough wireless coverage. 

But you can also change your own status and leave a message for contacts. To change your status, go 

to the Contact List screen, and click "Available" or "Unavailable." Type the message you want 

contacts to see when they IM you, and click "OK." If you choose "Unavailable," you'll still receive 

messages but you won't be notified when they arrive. 

Notifications and Pings 

You can use notifications to alert you of an incoming instant message by having your BlackBerry 

vibrate or emit a tone. You can set and change notifications in your BlackBerry Messenger profile. Go 

to the Profiles list, click on a profile, and click "Edit." Click on a notification option (like "Messenger -- 

New Message"), and click "Edit." Set the option you want (like "Vibrate-Tone") and set the desired 

volume; click the trackwheel, and click "Save." 



Beyond your own settings, you can "ping" someone who isn't responding by making their BlackBerry 

vibrate when you send a message. Just click the trackwheel in BlackBerry Messenger, and click "Ping 

Contact." If you want to turn off the ping function on your own device, go to the Contact List screen, 

click "Options" and click on the box before "Clear the Vibrate When Receiving a Ping." 

More Functions 

Here are a few more functions to try: 

• Press the SYM key twice to see a selection of emoticons that you can use in your instant 

messages. 

• Select "View Calendar" to access your BlackBerry calendar without leaving BlackBerry 

Messenger. 

• Try "Copy History" to save a copy of your conversation. Once you hit "End Conversation," 

your chance to save the conversation is gone. 

BlackBerry Messenger can keep you in touch with other BlackBerry users. But what if you want to 

exchange instant messages with other contacts? We'll look next at what your options are. 

Alternative Messaging Options for BlackBerry Devices 

BlackBerry Messenger has you in touch with your BlackBerry-

using friends and colleagues, but what about everyone else? You 

can use other options to IM with them from your BlackBerry. 

One option is to pick one of the major instant messaging services 

that provides an application for the Blackberry -- and most of 

them do. Among these are: 

• Yahoo Messenger 

• Google Talk 

• Windows Live Messenger 

• AOL Instant Messenger 

• ICQ for BlackBerry 

• IBM Lotus Sametime 

• Novell GroupWise Messenger 

Each application offers different functions. The advantage is that 

you can extend an IM service that you already use to your 

BlackBerry, adding mobile availability and possibly accessing 

your contact list for that service. To use any of these, you'll need 

to download the application directly to your BlackBerry -- or to your computer and then install it on 

your BlackBerry. And you need to check whether the service you want is available through your 

wireless provider. 

The disadvantage of these is that you can only chat with others who use that service. To solve that 

problem, you can go to a service that offers messaging for multiple providers simultaneously. 

JiveTalk, EQO and WebMessenger are three that offer BlackBerry service. But they're not all free. 



JiveTalk isn't free, but it provides connections to AIM, Yahoo, MSN, Google Talk, ICQ, Jabber and 

MySpace IM. A non-transferable license for one BlackBerry device costs $19.95 and includes free 

software upgrades. But switch to a new BlackBerry, and you'll need to get another license. A $29.95 

user license can be transferred to a new device. 

EQO offers free IMing with connections to MSN, AIM, Yahoo!, Google Talk, QQ, ICQ and Jabber. The 

company also offers -- and charges for -- text messaging and VoIP calling. 

WebMessenger is a hosted service that can be used to access AOL, MSN, Yahoo, Google Talk, ICQ and 

Jabber networks from a BlackBerry or other mobile device. While the company offers a monthly or 

yearly subscription service, WebMessenger Business-Class Service is free. 

More instant messaging options are becoming available for the BlackBerry as technology evolves and 

IMing becomes a more widely used business tool. For the latest offerings, be sure to check 

the BlackBerry Web site. 

For lots more information on BlackBerry Messenger and related topics, see the helpful links on the 

next page. 
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Instant messaging (IM) epitomizes communication in the 

internet age, and people from all walks of life are now 

proficient at it. But there was a time, not so long ago, when 

only a few trailblazing programs had introduced this fast 

and free technology to mainstream audiences. AOL Instant 

Messenger is remembered as one of those programs. 

What's IM exactly? By downloading a small program on 

their computer, IM users can send and receive short text 

messages over the internet. IMs are different than e-mails, 

because they enable a real-time conversation between two 

or more people. When I type an IM and press send, the 

other people in the conversation see that message 

immediately and can reply within seconds. 

AOL Instant Messenger was discontinued in late 2017, but the service still has many fans. So, let's 

wax nostalgic by revisiting this technology and how it worked. In this article, we'll explain how AIM 

users enjoyed the software's basic and advanced features. 
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AOL Instant Messenger: A Brief History 

AOL Instant Messenger (AIM) was one of the most popular IM programs. It's also one of the oldest. 

The first version of AIM was released in 1997, one year after the release of ICQ, the very first publicly 

available IM client. At its peak, AIM boasted 33 million unique users every month. During peak hours, 

over 6 million people were logged on to AIM at the same time [source: AOL]. 

AIM evolved over the years to offer an expanding list of services. Besides sending simple text 

messages, users could share photos, videos, music, and other files. They could even use the AIM 

software to make free internet phone and video calls. 

Although the service had been a significant part of internet culture in the late 1990s and early 2000s, 

by the time it was discontinued in 2017, it was a relic in the instant messaging market. The dynamic, 

mobile-first competition established by Facebook Messenger and WhatsApp had taken over. 
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Using AIM 

To start using AOL Instant Messenger, you needed to sign up for a 

screen name. A screen name was like an e-mail address for IM. If a 

person wanted to send you an IM, they needed to know your screen 

name. Here's how you'd sign up for an AIM screen name and set up 

a profile: 

1. Go to AOL Instant Messenger and click on the link that says 

"Get a screen name." 

2. Select "Create an account" and click continue. 

3. Type in your desired screen name and a password. 

4. Answer the security questions and click continue. 

5. If your screen name was already taken, you'd be prompted 

to enter a new one. AIM would help you find an available screen 

name based on your preferences. 

6. Once you found an available screen name, you'd be sent a 

confirmation e-mail with a link to open your new account. 

Once you had a screen name, you needed to download the AIM 

software client. The first time you opened the AIM software, it 

would ask if you want to search your existing e-mail contacts for 

buddies. "Buddies" is an AIM term for contacts. AIM would 

automatically search your Yahoo! Mail, Hotmail and Microsoft 

Outlook accounts for contacts who also had AIM screen names. AIM 

would then give you the option of adding these screen names to 

your Buddy List. Your Buddy List was the organized list of IM 

contacts stored in your account. 

When you'd open AIM, you'd see a main window featuring your 

Buddy List broken down into different groups. The default Buddy 

List groups were Buddies, Family, Co-Workers and AIM Bots 

(automated Buddies for movie times, stock quotes, et cetera). You 

could add new groups of your own by going to the Edit menu and 

choosing "Add Group." 

Finding AIM Clients 

When you wanted to add a new contact to one of these groups, 

you'd go to the Edit menu and select "Add Buddy." You'd then be 

asked to choose a group for the contact. You could also enter more 

information about the person, including their e-mail address and 

mobile phone number. 

Your Buddy List told you which of your contacts were online and which were offline. The contacts 

that were online were listed under their group headings. Those that were offline were listed at the 

bottom in a group titled "Offline." 



Sending Instant Messages 

The easiest way to send an IM was to send a message 

to someone on your Buddy List. There were two basic 

ways to do that: 

• Highlight the contact's screen name in the 

Buddy List and click the IM button at the bottom of 

the window. 

• Double-click on the buddy's name and an IM 

window would automatically open. 

If you wanted to send an IM to a person not on your 

Buddy List, you'd go to the AIM menu in the main 

window and select "New IM." You'd then be 

prompted to enter the screen name of the person 

you wished to contact. 

Once you'd opened an IM window, it was easy to send a message. You'd simply type your message 

into the white text box near the bottom of the IM window. When you were finished typing, you'd 

either hit the enter key on your keyboard or click the "send" button in the bottom right corner of the 

IM window. The text that you entered would appear in the top half of the IM window. When your 

buddy replied, you'd see his or her response under your message like a conversation. 

Saving and Blocking AIM Users 

You could save IM conversations from the File menu by clicking on "Save Window." You could also 

open the conversation later and pick up where you left off. 

AIM would notify you with an alert tone when you received a new IM. If someone IM'ed you who 

wasn't on your Buddy List, you'd get a message saying that "[screen name] has sent you an IM. Do 

you want to read it?" You always had the option to ignore an IM and even to block a particular screen 

name from ever sending you an IM again. 

AIM's Chat Service 

If you wanted to IM several people at the same time, you could invite all the participants to join a 

temporary chat room. Here's how you'd set up a chat: 

1. Go to the AIM menu in the main window. 

2. Roll over "Chat" and click on "Buddy Chat." 

3. Enter the screen names of all of the people you wanted to invite to the chat. 

4. Your buddies would receive an invitation, which they could accept or deny. 

A chat room worked the same as normal IM. To send a message to the group, you'd type it into the 

text box and press the enter key or click send. 

Emoticons 



A classic feature of AIM was the smiley or emoticon. AIM came with 16 different smileys to 

graphically express your mood, from silly to grumpy to flirty. To add a smiley to your message, you'd 

click on the yellow smiley face icon and make your selection. 

Later Features for AIM 

One of the later features for AIM was the ability to send IMs to 

cell phones as text messages. To do this, you'd need to know the 

cell phone number of the person you wished to send it to. 

There was even a new feature called IM forwarding that 

forwarded IMs to your cell phone when you were away from your 

computer. You could activate IM forwarding by going into the 

main Edit menu and clicking on Settings. In the Settings window, 

you'd choose Mobile and register your cell phone for IM 

forwarding. You could even reply to forwarded IMs with text 

messages from your cell phone. 

AIM Phoneline Services 

AIM was capitalizing on the popularity of Voice Over IP 

(VoIP) telephony by offering free internet phone calls to other 

AIM users. To make internet phone calls through AIM, you'd need 

a headset with a built-in microphone or a computer with 

speakers and a microphone. 

AIM Call Out was another VoIP service, and this one was similar 

to Skype. You could call any phone number directly from AIM, but you'd be charged by the minute. 

AIM File-Sharing 

File-sharing was another useful feature of AIM. You could easily send individual files or whole file 

folders to any other AIM user. Here's how it worked: 

1. Double-click on a buddy or open a new IM window through the AIM menu. 

2. Click on the "Send Files" button at the bottom of the IM window and choose "Send File" or 

"Send Folder." 

3. This would open up a window asking you to select the file or folder from your computer. 

4. The recipient could choose to accept or deny the file transfer. 

For sharing photos, AIM 6.5 had a special "Pictures" button at the bottom of the IM window. This 

feature let you drag and drop photos into the IM window. The photos would be resized and sent 

instantly to the recipient as individual pics or a slideshow. 

With AIM 6.5, AOL had also expanded social networking options for users. You could create a public 

or private profile page on which to share photos, hobbies, and links. These AIM Profile pages 

included links to your buddies' pages as well. You could access your profile page by going to the AIM 

menu and choosing "Open My Profile." 
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AIM Express and Other Products 

On an increasing basis, computer users are depending 

on instant messaging to reach friends, even when 

they're not at home. AIM Express allowed users to 

send IMs to friends without downloading or running 

any software. AIM Express ran in any Web browser 

and was convenient for users who couldn't access 

AIM. 

Friends could talk to friends from any location as long 

as they were at a computer that has internet access. 

They could use it at home, school, or work. AIM 

Express worked just like the software version of AIM. 

The application loaded your entire Buddy List. Any 

new buddies or groups you added would 

automatically be added to your desktop version the 

next time you logged on. You could also access AOL 

Mail through two e-mail icons at the bottom of the 

window. 

AIM Share 

AIM Share was another web service that let you send a link or broadcast a message to all of your 

buddies at once. You could either log onto the AIM Share website or add a special AIM Share button 

to your browser toolbar. 

When you found a cool website, you could click the AIM Share button and AIM would create a 

message featuring the site's URL. By typing a quick description and pressing "Share", you'd send to 

the link to everyone on your Buddy List. 

AIM Expressions and AIM Tunes 

AIM Expressions was a newer site for managing your buddy icons and wallpaper. A buddy icon was 

the small image that accompanied all of your outgoing IMs as well as your buddy profile. Wallpaper 

was the background to your buddy icon. 

In the My Personality box at the top of the AIM Expressions page were your current settings. You 

could click the Change buttons to browse a list of dozens of buddy icons and wallpapers. You could 

also type "buddy icon" into Google and find hundreds of sites for downloading customized buddy 

icons. 

AIM Tunes, meanwhile, was a later application that allowed any two AIM users to listen to each 

other's music for free. The service couldn't, however, stream music protected by DRM (digital rights 

management), which included most of the MP3s sold on sites like iTunes and Napster 

[source: YouTube]. 

AIM Security Holes 

Starting in January 2002, there were several well-publicized security holes reported in AOL Instant 

Messenger [source: ZDNet]. The holes made it possible for a hacker to take over a user's computer 

by infecting it with malicious code, called a worm. AOL closed most of these security holes by adding 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v


special filters to their AIM servers. According to an article from Wired News, security holes continued 

to be an issue for AIM, leaving room for a potentially devastating, widespread worm attack. 

AIM Applications 

According to a 2004 study by the Pew Internet & American 

Life Project, 11 million Americans used IM at work [source: 

Pew Internet & American Life Project]. While some office 

workers undoubtedly used IM to chat with friends, many 

others tapped into the technology as a powerful professional 

collaboration tool. 

With this in mind, AIM released AIM Pro, a free IM tool that 

was designed to meet the communication needs of the 

modern office. Here were some of the key features of AIM 

Pro: 

• Desktop sharing - AIM Pro was powered by WebEx, 

a conferencing company. Desktop sharing was a powerful 

Web conferencing tool that allows you to show the contents 

of your computer screen to anyone logged into the 

conference. 

• Videoconferencing - This feature was similar to 

video calls on AIM 6.5. You could add video capability to any 

chat session between AIM users. 

• File-sharing - You could send important documents 

to colleagues instantly without worrying about exceeding 

maximum attachment sizes on e-mails. 

• E-mail - AIM Pro integrated with Microsoft Outlook 

so you could send, receive, and manage all e-mails and IMs 

from one interface. 

• Calendar - AIM Pro had a built-in calendar program 

that also integrated with Microsoft Outlook to update you on 

important meetings and appointments directly in the IM 

window. 

• Security - AIM Pro relied on the secure WebEx 

conferencing infrastructure to encrypt and safeguard 

information that traveled across the network. 

Unfortunately, all of these services folded when the parent 

company discontinued AIM in December of 2017. 

This article was updated in conjunction with AI technology, then fact-checked and edited by a 

HowStuffWorks editor. 

http://www.wired.com/politics/security/news/2007/12/aim_hack
https://money.howstuffworks.com/business-communications/how-conferencing-works.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/how-desktop-sharing-works.htm


Lots More Information 

Related Articles 

• How Instant Messaging Works 

• How E-mail Works 

• How IP Telephony Works 

• How Conferencing Works 

• How Web Conferencing Security Works 

More Great Links 

• AOL Instant Messenger 

• AIM Pro 

• AIM Mobile 

• AIM Tunes 

How Meebo Works 
By: Diane Dannenfeldt 

Meebo is young, free, savvy and experiencing a 

tremendous growth spurt.  Meebo lets you access 

and chat with any or all of your instant messaging 

buddies from anywhere in the world. Beyond just 

IM options, you'll find Meebo rooms for private 

chats, Meebo Me to add chat to your own Web 

site, Meebo Repeater to use when access is 

restricted, plus games and other applications. 

Compared to IM services like AOL Instant 

Messenger (AIM) and Yahoo Messenger, Meebo is 

just a kid, having launched in 2005. And Meebo 

lacks the breadth of features that those services 

and some others offer. But Meebo has something 

they don't -- the ability to cut across service 

boundaries, connecting Yahoo Messenger, AOL/AIM, Windows Live Messenger, Google Talk, Jabber 

and ICQ users so they can all talk together. That's by registering and signing on via the Meebo Web 

site. No download or software installation is necessary. 

The Meebo formula seems to be working. Users exchange more than 100 million IMs daily, according 

to the Meebo Web site. It's been called the fastest growing IM destination 

by Nielsen//NetRatings with usage up 354 percent from August 2006 to June 2007. Along the way, 

Meebo won a Web 2.0 award in 2006 and 2007 and was included among Time magazine's Top 50 

coolest Web sites for 2006 and PC World's 100 best products for 2006 and 2007. 

How does Meebo make it work? First, the user signs in at the Meebo Web site, and his computer 

connects with a Meebo server. When the user starts an IM session, Meebo uses a modified and 
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optimized version of GAIM, an open-source client, to create a network connection with the user's IM 

network. The connection of user computer, Meebo server and IM network takes place almost 

instantaneously [source: Meebo blog]. 

While most Meebo users are 25 years old or younger, they also include others, such as U.S. soldiers 

IMing home from Iraq and workers talking to friends from the office. U.S. Meebo users only account 

for 30 percent of the total, so Meebo is available in 60-plus languages and dialects (even including 

Klingon and Pig Latin) [source: CenterNetworks]. 

Next, let's take a look at how easy it is to get started with Meebo. 

What's a Meebo? 

No relation to an amoeba, actually. According to Meebo co-founder Sandy Jen, the company's three 

founders brainstormed over lunch one day. They were looking for a two-syllable name without prior 

associations that would be easy to remember and spell. Back at the office, they ran each of the 50 

possibilities through a browser and eliminated all but a handful because they already were taken. 

Meebo emerged as the winner [source: Meebo blog]. 
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Getting Started with Meebo 

Getting started with Meebo is easy, beginning with 

the account set-up and Meebo sign in. Once that's 

accomplished, you're ready to IM or visit one of the 

Meebo rooms. 

Setting Up a Meebo Account 

1. Go to Meebo, and click on the Meebo box at 

the far right. 

2. Click "Sign up" to open the registration 

window. You must be at least 13 years old to use 

Meebo. If Meebo hears from a reliable source that 

you're younger, your account will be terminated. 

3. Type in an ID name and password. Type the same password again after "Confirm," and click 

"Next." 

4. On the next screen, type your full name (which will not be shared) and e-mail address (used 

only to send lost passwords). Provide gender and age, if you want, and click "Create Meebo 

Account." 

5. In the New Connection box, choose your IM network (for example, AIM or Yahoo), give your 

screen name and password for that network, and hit "Sign On." Friends from that network 

will be added to your Meebo list. You can add your IM networks and access buddies from all 

http://blog.meebo.com/?p
http://www.centernetworks.com/interview-with-meebo
http://blog.meebo.com/history
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/basics/aol-mail.htm#pt441309_1
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/basics/aol-mail.htm#pt441309_2
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/basics/aol-mail.htm#pt441309_3
http://www.meebo.com/


of them simultaneously. You can use Meebo without creating an account by signing into one 

of the listed IM networks, but you won't be able to IM with friends using other networks. 

Go to Meebo and sign on. You can check "Sign in as invisible" to be online but appear offline to your 

buddies. 

To sign off, click "Sign Off" at the bottom of the buddy list. 

Setting Preferences 

To add another IM network, click on the Accounts icon and then "Already a User." Then add the 

network with your screen name and password for it, and click "Sign On." 

The Preferences window lets you choose whether a sound plays when you send or receive an IM. You 

also can select a background for your screen and IM window from colors, or celebrity, rock group or 

fashion photos. And you can indicate whether you want emoticons (faces that show emotions) in 

your messages. 

Buddies 

Your buddy list to the far right shows the friends you can IM from the networks you've added. Here's 

what each of the icons above the list does: 

• Yellow face with a plus sign - Click to add a buddy. Fill in the buddy's name and network, and 

click "Add Buddy." The buddy will receive and respond to a request to add you to his or her 

list. You'll need to click "Accept" to be added. To create a new buddy group, right click on any 

group header and then "Add New Group." Type a group name, and click "Add New Group." 

Drop and drag buddy names into the new group folder. 

• Yellow face with minus sign - Highlight a buddy's name, and click on this to remove the 

buddy from your list. 

• Talk bubble - Click to IM. Enter the buddy's name and IM network, and a chat window will 

open. The buddy list shows status icons for friends and an offline section so you know who's 

available. 

• Bubble and faces - Click to join or start a chat room. 

• Rectangle with an arrow - Click to create a pop-up buddy list. 

• Statement below the icons - Shows your availability. Click the triangle to change your status. 

Now that you know the basics, let's find out more about features like Meebo rooms, chat logs and 

file sharing. 

Not a Fan 

Not everyone is fond of Meebo. Trying to keep workers and students on task, employers and schools 

have blocked access to IM networks like AIM or Yahoo Messenger. About 35 percent of employees 

use IM at work, according to a 2006 survey by the American Management Association and the 

ePolicy Institute, and 50 percent of them download free IM tools off the Web. If access is blocked, 

workers and students may still be able to use Meebo to IM with their friends. 
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Meebo Rooms and Other Features 

Meebo rooms and other features give you more 

options than simply IMing your friends. You can visit 

one of the existing Meebo chat rooms or set up one 

of your own. With other Meebo features, you can 

keep saved conversations, share files or block 

buddies. You also can find answers to questions at 

Meebo help [source: Meebo blog]. 

Meebo Rooms 

These chat rooms were added in May 2007 to 

provide group chat, as well as basic IM. You can 

participate as a Meebo member, or as a guest -- and 

you can share video, images, music or links to Web 

sites with other participants. You'll find a list of 

currently available rooms at the bottom of your 

Meebo page, once you've logged on. Or you can 

click on the Rooms icon at the top of the Meebo 

home page. 

Featured rooms show the number of participants and types of recent media (images, pages, music, 

video) available to view. You also can choose a content-specific room by clicking on one of the topics 

in the list at the left. 

To visit a room, click on one of the featured choices. Select a nickname, if you're a guest, or change 

your nickname if you're a Meebo user. Type a message inside the chat room to join in. 

To create your own room, sign in and click on Create a Room. Type in a room name that's not already 

taken and click "Create New Room." You can include a room description and personalize with a room 

icon and color. You also can make the room private by requiring a password from visitors to enter. 

And you can embed your chat room on an external Web site, such as your MySpace page or blog. 

Chat Logs 

To save your IM conversations, go to Preferences and choose "Save IM history to view later." To view 

your conversations with a buddy, right click on that buddy's name and select "View Chat Logs." You 

can delete a buddy's chat logs -- but you have to delete all of them. Right click the buddy name, go to 

"View Chat Logs," and then click on and confirm "X Delete All." 

File Sharing 

As a Meebo user, you can send files of up to 10MB at a time, or 30MB per month, to anyone and 

receive files from other Meebo users. However, files expire four hours after being sent and file 

sharing doesn't work with Safari browsers. 

To send a file, double click on the recipient's name in your buddy list and click "File Transfer." Double 

click on the file you want to transfer in the File Upload window. If you receive a file, you'll see a 

message in the IM window that your buddy has sent you a file, plus file name and size with a link. 

Click on the link to open or download the file. 

http://blog.meebo.com/help


Blocking Unwanted IMs 

You can block a buddy to keep them from IMing you. Click on the buddy's name, select "Block (Name 

here)," and click "Block" to confirm this. The buddy will be moved to your offline list. To unblock the 

buddy, click on his or her name and select "Unblock." 

To block future IMs from an unknown sender, click the Block icon on IM window showing the 

person's message. Click OK, and the person will be blocked from sending you more messages. 

Meebo offers tools like Meebo Me, Meebo Mobile and Meebo Repeater to make it easier to use. Go 

to the next page to learn more about these features. 

Meebo Me and Other Tools 

Meebo Me and other tools give Meebo users 

expanded use of Meebo functions. Meebo Me 

allows users to add real-time chat to their own Web 

pages, while Meebo Repeater lets them use Meebo 

to IM when access is restricted. Meebo Mobile 

provides access from iPhone and is being developed 

for other wireless devices. Let's take a closer look at 

each of these. 

Meebo Me 

If you add a Meebo Me chat window to your 

personal Web site, blog or page of a social network 

like MySpace, visitors will know you're online and 

be able to chat with you right away. Meebo Me 

works on a Web page anywhere that html and a 

Flash widget can be imbedded, including 

Wordpress, Blogger, MySpace, Friendster and 

salesforce.com. 

1. Go to Meebo and create a widget, which will appear as a small screen on your Web site. 

You'll be asked to title the widget and pick a screen name. You can choose the widget's size 

and color and customize the text. Click "Next." 

2. Enter your Meebo ID and password on the screen and click "Next" again. 

3. On the next screen, you'll see code to copy and paste from a text box into your Web site 

html. Once you do that, visitors will be able to IM with you directly. 

People who visit your Web site will appear on your Meebo buddy list as new visitors. They can start a 

conversation with you by just typing a message in the widget's text area. For more help, go to Meebo 

Me wiki. 

Meebo Repeater 

With Meebo Repeater, you may be able to use Meebo from a site where access is restricted. The 

downloadable software shifts web traffic from one computer to another and then to Meebo servers. 

When the software is installed on a computer with free access to the Internet, such as a home 

computer, that computer can be used to bounce the signal from a blocked location to Meebo. 
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The Meebo repeater can only be used to access Meebo and to IM, so it doesn't give outsiders access 

to the home computer. Once you download and run the repeater, it activates, tests the connection 

and provides a URL for you to use to access Meebo. 

Meebo Mobile 

In August 2007, Meebo launched its first version for a wireless device, the iPhone, with plans to 

develop interfaces for more devices. To use Meebo on an iPhone, log into Meebo. With Meebo 

Mobile, you can access your usual account and use the same settings. You get chat history for all of 

your buddies and can reach buddies on all of your IM networks. 

Meebo is growing developmentally as well as in new user volume. From the beginning, users have 

played a key role. Its founders chose to launch Meebo light on features and then build as users 

requested. That's been the company's lifeblood, co-founder Seth Sternberg said in an interview with 

SEOmoz after Meebo received one of the Web site consulting firm's 2006 Web 2.0 awards [source: 

Seomoz]. Meebo uses an on-site blog to update users and a forum to gather their feedback and 

requests for new features. Count on Meebo to expand its offerings based on that input. 

For lots more information about Meebo and related topics, check out the links on the next page. 

Lots More Information 

Related HowStuffWorks Articles 

• How Instant Messaging Works 

• How AOL Instant Messenger Works 

• How Yahoo Messenger Works 

• How Smartphones Work 

• How SMS Works  

More Great Links 

• Meebo 

• Meebo Rooms 

• Meebo Me 
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Those old enough to remember their first e-mail 

account might remember how exciting it was to 

discover a new, easy way to correspond with people 

halfway across the world. And it was lightning fast -- 

people began calling traditional mail "snail mail." 

Researcher and blogger Danah Boyd, who studies 

the online habits of teens, uses the mailbox 

metaphor to explain young people's preference 

for instant messaging (IM) over e-mail. For teens, e-

mail is the equivalent of snail mail. Sure, teens all 

have e-mail accounts, just like we adults all have 

mailboxes, but their real communication happens 

elsewhere. 

When was the last time you got a really great letter 

in the mail? When was the last time you raced to 

your mailbox with anticipation? When you go on 

vacation, you tell the post office to hold your mail 

and probably don’t think about it once. But even if 

you’re basking on the beach in Borneo, you might make two or three stops a day to the Internet café 

to check your e-mail. 

That’s how teens feel about IM. IM is where the excitement is and where their friends are. E-mail is 

fine for sending your assignment to your teacher, but real communication requires the immediacy, 

intimacy and ubiquity of IM. 

That said, IM is slowly gaining popularity with adults as well, mostly as a workplace collaboration 

tool. Some office workers are sick of the spam and the “reply-to-all” junk that’s overloading their 

inboxes. They’re finding that office IM accounts, as well as collaboration tools like wikis 

and conferencing programs, can make online office life far more efficient. 

So what are the main differences between IM and e-mail, and what are the factors that make 

someone either an IM fan or a staunch e-mail loyalist? Keep reading to find out. 
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IM vs. E-mail 

The main difference between IM and e-mail is the idea 

of presence [source: The National Archives]. With e-mail, if you 

compose a message and send it to your friend, you have no idea if 

your friend is logged onto his computer, when he'll read your 

message or when or if he'll respond. With IM, however, the 

software tells you that your friend is logged in and available to 

chat. If you send your friend an IM, there's a much greater chance 

that he'll receive the message immediately and respond quickly. 

The presence factor of IM qualifies it as a form of real-

time communication, similar to telephone calls or face-to-face 

conversations. With IM, the other party receives your message 

almost immediately after you press the send button. From a 

technical perspective, real-time communications implies that 

there's a direct, open connection between the two or more 

parties who are talking. For telephone calls, that connection is 

supplied by both the wired and wireless telephone network. For 

IM, the Internet supplies the direct, open connection. 

E-mail, on the other hand, is a store and forward technology, 

meaning that outgoing e-mails are stored on a server and 

forwarded across the Internet to a destination server (for more 

details, read How E-mail Works). For the recipient to receive the e-mail, she must log on to her e-mail 

software or webmail program and retrieve any new messages from the destination server. There's no 

opportunity for a real-time conversation via e-mail, because there will always be a lag between the 

time a message is sent and the time that it's received. 

There are advantages and disadvantages to both IM and e-mail, which is why most people use some 

combination of both technologies. The advantage of e-mail is that recipients can read and respond to 

their messages at their own pace. If you're about to step out to lunch and three new e-mails arrive in 

your inbox, you don't have to answer them right away. The people who sent the e-mails are aware 

that it might take as long as a couple of hours or even a day to get a response. 

Which brings us to the main disadvantage of e-mail, that you might have to wait a couple of hours or 

even a day for a response. For this reason, e-mail is usually reserved for messages that fall within a 

certain window of time sensitivity. If you need an answer by the end of the day, e-mail works fine. 

But if you need an answer right now, you either need to pick up the phone or try IM. 

The chief advantage of IM is immediacy. Plans can be made quickly and answers found faster. Groups 

of people can enter an IM chat room and collaborate in real time. There's no need to e-mail multiple 

copies of the same idea to six people and wait for them all to respond, usually in a confusing, 

overlapping combination of messages. 

But the main disadvantage of IM is that it doesn't work unless both parties are present. In many 

cases, this means that both parties need to be logged onto the same IM program, or at least two 

programs that work with one another. IM isn't like e-mail, which uses a standard technological 

protocol for sending and receiving messages. Each IM client -- whether it's AOL Instant 

Messenger, Yahoo! Instant Messenger, ICQ or Google Chat -- uses a different protocol that may or 

may not be compatible with the rest. 
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Much of the advantages and disadvantages of IM and e-mail depend on what you want out of your 

electronic communication. And what you want depends heavily on who you are. In the next section, 

we'll look at the popularity of IM and e-mail and who uses them. 

IM vs. E-mail with Different Users 

Personal preference for IM or e-mail has a lot to do with age, 

according to statistics from the Pew Internet & American Life 

Project. The communications divide between teenagers and 

adults is getting wider every year. In short, teens are using IM 

while most adults are sticking with e-mail. 

Nearly 30 percent of teenagers send IMs on a daily basis 

compared with merely 10 percent of adults [source: Pew Internet 

& American Life Project]. And according to a recent AOL survey, 

70 percent of teenagers say they send more IMs than e-mails, 

while only 24 percent of adults can make the same claim 

[source: AP, AOL]. 

For teens, IM is part of a wider culture of connectivity. Teens and 

other members of the Net Generation like to remain in close, 

near-constant contact with friends. This is why instant messaging 

and its cell-phone cousin text messaging (SMS) are so popular. 

The messages themselves are short and sweet, but they create an 

air of constant presence, even when friends are separated by 

classrooms or even continents. 

E-mail, for teens, is a much more formal mode of communication reserved for school or exchanging 

messages with adults. For teens, e-mail is just too slow and too confined to a fixed location, like 

home or the library. Now that it's possible to send and receive instant messages from cell phones, 

one in three teens IMs on the road (source: AP, AOL]. 

E-mail use in adults has remained consistently high since the turn of the 21st century. In a March 

2000 survey, the Pew Internet & American Life Project found that 91 percent of online adults had 

ever sent or read e-mail. In December 2007, that number had moved to 92 percent. The rise in daily 

e-mail use was slightly more dramatic, from 52 percent of online adults in 2000 to 60 percent in 

2007. 

But the more interesting statistic has to do with IM use in adults, which has actually dropped as a 

percentage of total users. In 2000, 45 percent of adults had ever sent an instant message compared 

with only 39 percent in 2007. Daily IM use was also down from 12 percent in 2000 to 10 percent in 

2007. 

The one area where IM seems to be gaining with adults is at work. AOL found that 27 percent of 

adult workers said they used IM at work and that half of them felt it made them more productive 

(although 79 percent admitted to sending personal IMs from work) [source: AP, AOL]. 

Researchers have found that strategic use of IM in the workplace can greatly improve productivity 

and collaboration. Let's say you need the latest sales numbers from your sales manager. You could 

walk down the hall to his cubicle, but then you might run into six different people on the way, each 

with a question. You could send an e-mail, but who knows when you'll get an answer? Or you could 

call him, but then you'd have to exchange pleasantries before getting down to business. 
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IM, on the other hand, has none of that etiquette. It's meant to be fast and direct, which is helpful in 

certain business situations. IM is also free of the self-editing and endless carbon-copy lists that 

plague interoffice e-mail conversations. The speed of IM allows for more honest, open dialogue and 

the free sharing of ideas that make for truly effective collaboration. According to the AOL survey, 19 

percent of office workers now say they send more IMs to coworkers than e-mails [source: AP, AOL]. 

For even more information about electronic communications and related topics, visit the next page. 
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How Chat Rooms Work 
By: Dave Roos 

Chat rooms -- like e-mail, instant messaging (IM) and 

online social networks -- are virtual extensions of 

real-world human interaction. Chat rooms are online 

spaces where users communicate with one another 

through text-based messages. It's like a virtual 

cocktail party, where strangers gather to flirt, argue 

about politics and sports, ask for advice, talk about 

shared hobbies and interests, or simply hang out. 

Chat rooms have played an important role in the 

evolution of interpersonal communication over 

computer networks. E-mail came first in 1972 

[source: NetHistory]. Then came USENET, an e-mail 

based newsgroup started in 1979. Newsgroups 

became bulletin boards. Some bulletin board users wanted to interact with the group in real time 

instead of waiting to reply to an ongoing message thread. In the late '70s and early '80s, several small 

bulletin board communities incorporated chat and IM into their networks. 

But the CompuServe CB simulator is widely regarded as the first real-time chat room. Launched to 

the public in 1980, the CB simulator capitalized on the explosive (if short-lived) popularity of citizen's 

band radio culture in American country music and movies [source: PC Magazine]. Users could 

exchange real-time messages (loaded with lots of CB slang) on 40 different channels, which later 

evolved into the concept of rooms. 

In the mid-1980s, a company called PlayNet began tinkering with the combination of real-time chat 

and online games. Users could play chess or backgammon against an opponent and talk trash at the 

same time. PlayNet eventually licensed its software to a company called Quantum Link, or Q-Link, 

which launched a chat room service called People Connection. Q-Link changed its name to America 

Online (AOL), which still uses the People Connection name for its chat and community services. 

In the late 1990s, AOL's chat rooms were some of the most popular in the world. According to 

statistics from the Pew Internet & American Life Project, 55 percent of online teens and 28 percent of 

online adults used chat rooms in 2000 [source: Pew Internet & American Life Project]. But by 2005, 

those numbers had fallen to 18 percent of teens and 17 percent of adults [source: Pew Internet & 

https://www.howstuffworks.com/about-dave-roos.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/e-mail-messaging/email.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/e-mail-messaging/sms.htm
https://people.howstuffworks.com/flirting.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/social-networking/information/newsgroup.htm
https://electronics.howstuffworks.com/radio.htm
https://electronics.howstuffworks.com/chess.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/social-networking/information/chat-room.htm#pt450140_3


American Life Project]. Over the years, chat rooms have lost ground to IM and social networks, and 

have suffered from bad press concerning their safety, especially for teens. 

But how do you get started using a chat room? And how do you make sure you and your children 

have a safe, enjoyable chat room experience? Read on to find out more. 
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1. Getting Started with Chat Rooms 

2. Chat Room Precautions 

Getting Started with Chat Rooms 

To get started with chat, the first step is to find a 

chat room that fits your style. In the heyday of 

chat, this wasn't very difficult. AOL's chat rooms 

were flooded with users interested in chatting 

about every topic under the sun. Now the chat 

universe can feel a little like a ghost town (or a 

singles bar). But don't get disheartened, there's 

something out there for everyone. It just might 

take a little more searching. 

A good place to start is with the chat rooms that 

come with popular instant messaging clients 

like Yahoo! Messenger and AOL Instant 

Messenger (AIM). Instant messaging 

service ICQ actually has some of the most varied 

and active chat rooms around. 

You can also search the Web for chat rooms that fit your interests or needs. There are college 

basketball chat rooms, car repair chat rooms, tech support chat rooms and emotional support chat 

rooms. There are chats for Alzheimer's caregivers, punk music fans, Austrian mountain bikers and 

everything in between. Search around and try to find one that consistently has a dozen or so people 

online and actively chatting. 

To join a chat room, you'll need to pick a nickname or user ID. If you're using a chat room operated 

by Yahoo! Messenger or AIM, you can use your existing username and password or you can sign up 

with an alternate username. Most chat rooms allow you to sign up as a guest without a password, or 

change your nickname as many times as you want, even during the same session. 

Most chat Web sites and services have many different room options from which to choose. Some are 

very specific ("thirtysomething singles") and some are more open-ended ("technology"). Many sites 

will tell you how many people are already in the room, which gives you an idea of the room's 

popularity before you enter. Be advised, though, that room topics are mere guidelines, and actual 

chat conversations frequently drift far from the proposed subject. 

When you first enter a chat room, take time to read what other people are already talking about. 

This isn't always easy, especially in a busy chat room. What you need to look for are threads of 

coherent conversation among what one observer calls the "buzzing confusion" [source: Rider 

University]. When you read the scrolling chat log closely, you'll begin to make out overlapping 
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conversations between different sets of users. Pick one that makes the most sense to you and dive 

right in. Or a simpler approach is to type "Hi everyone" and wait for a friendly chatter to respond. 

One feature that's been around since the earliest chat rooms is the ability to send a private 

message to an individual user that can't be seen by the whole group. Different chat services 

accomplish this in different ways, sometimes by pressing a special button or tagging the front of the 

message with the user's name surrounded by the < > signs. A skilled chatter can maintain several 

public and private conversations at once. 

As a nod to innovation, several popular chat services have added special features to chat rooms that 

break from the text-only tradition. AIM chat, for example, allows you to set up audio or video chats 

with individual members of the chat room. It's also possible to IM another user directly, outside of 

the chat room setting. 

But what kind of behavior should you expect (or be expected to tolerate) in a chat room? And what 

can you do to protect yourself and your kids from abusive or predatory chatters? 

Chat Room Precautions 

Anonymity is a strange, powerful thing. The 

anonymous nature of chat rooms tends to inspire 

exaggerated behavior in otherwise normal, 

respectful people. One commentator calls chat 

rooms "safety valves" for strong emotions, 

opinions and urges that most people can't, or 

wouldn't want to express in real life [source: The 

Industry Standard]. 

This type of behavior manifests itself in different 

ways. Chat rooms have always been popular spots 

for flirting with the opposite sex. One of the 

unfortunate realities of chat rooms is that sexual 

talk -- sometimes harmless, sometimes explicit -- 

often appears in rooms that have nothing to do 

with dating, sex or relationships. If you're going to 

spend a lot of time in chat rooms, you have to learn to ignore all the noise and concentrate on your 

own conversations. 

The anonymity of chat rooms also encourages people to share unabashed opinions. People tend to 

state their thoughts and opinions more emphatically in chat rooms than they would ever dare in real 

life. Like message boards, chat rooms are popular spots for so-called flame wars in which two or 

more users enter into a tirade of insults sparked by a minor disagreement. 

But these same factors can also work in your favor. For example, if you're looking for honest advice 

about a personal problem, a chat room could be a great place to go. You'll feel more comfortable 

sharing the details of your problem, because nobody knows you. And chances are you'll receive 

frank, empathetic opinions from the other chat room members, especially if you search out rooms 

that are built around a certain problem or issue. 

Chat rooms are also great places to try out new identities and personalities. Teens, in particular, are 

drawn to chat rooms, because they allow them to experiment with different selves. 
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Over the years, there have been several high-profile news stories concerning adults who have 

masqueraded as teenagers in chat rooms in order to lure teens into real-life sexual encounters. 

There's even a popular television segment on Dateline NBC called "To Catch a Predator", which uses 

fake teen chatters as bait [source: MSNBC]. According to a recent study in the journal Pediatrics, 15 

percent of 10 to 15-year-olds received an "unwanted sexual solicitation online" in 2007 [source: Ars 

Technica]. 

There are some general tips and guidelines for chatting safely. First of all, many chat sites are 

exclusively for chatters who are 18 or older. Teens should congregate on sites and services designed 

for the exclusive use of younger chatters. The next most important thing is choosing your nickname 

or user ID. Don't include any personal information in your nickname, like your actual name or where 

you go to school. And don't include any of that information in a personal profile on a chat site, even 

if it seems like an appropriate place to do so. 

Another general rule for chat room safety is to avoid sharing any personal information in the context 

of a chat session. Even if someone asks you directly, don't share information about where you live, 

your phone number, your real name or the names of family members. But the most important rule of 

all, especially for younger chatters, is never to arrange to meet with someone in real life who you 

only know from a chat room. 

For more information on online communications and related topics, check out the helpful links on 

the next page. 

Lots More Information 

Related HowStuffWorks Articles 

• How Instant Messaging Works 

• How E-mail Works 

• How Web Servers Work 

• How IP Telephony Works 

• How Online Social Networks Work 

• How Net Generation Students Work 

• How SMS Works 

• How Facebook Works 

• How MySpace Works 

More Great Links 

• AIM Chat 

• ICQ Chat 

• Dateline NBC: To Catch a Predator 

Sources 

• Peter, Ian. Net History. "The history of email." 

http://www.nethistory.info/History%20of%20the%20Internet/email.html 

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/10912603/
http://arstechnica.com/news.ars/post/20080206-online-sex-predators-prefer-im-chat-rooms-to-social-networks.html
http://arstechnica.com/news.ars/post/20080206-online-sex-predators-prefer-im-chat-rooms-to-social-networks.html
https://electronics.howstuffworks.com/cell-phone.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/e-mail-messaging/instant-messaging.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/e-mail-messaging/email.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/web-server.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/web-server.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/social-networking/information/how-online-social-networks-work.htm
https://people.howstuffworks.com/how-net-generation-students-work.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/e-mail-messaging/sms.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/social-networking/networks/facebook.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/social-networking/networks/myspace.htm
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/10912603/


• Dvorak, John C. PC Magazine. "A Brief History of Chat." December 11, 2007. 

http://www.pcmag.com/article2/0,1759,2231493,00.asp 

• The Pew Internet & American Life Project. "Teens and Social Media." December 19, 2007 

http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_Teens_Social_Media_Final.pdf 

• The Pew Internet & American Life Project. "Pew Internet Posts: New Demographic Info and 

Activities Data" May 24, 2005 http://www.pewinternet.org/PPF/p/1089/pipcomments.asp 

• Suler, John. The Psychology of Cyberspace. "Psychological Dynamics of Online Synchronous 

Conversations in Text-Driven Chat Environments" 

http://users.rider.edu/~suler/psycyber/texttalk.html 

• Voedisch, Lynn. The Industry Standard. "Mad as a Chatter." September 15, 2000. 

http://www.thestandard.com/article/0,1902,17632,00.html 

• Anderson, Nate. Ars Technica. "Online sex predators prefer IM, chat rooms to social 

networks." February 6, 2008 http://arstechnica.com/news.ars/post/20080206-online-sex-

predators-prefer-im-chat-rooms-to-social-networks.html 

• Yahoo! Chat. "Chatting Safely on Yahoo!" http://chat.yahoo.com/chatsafetymodule.html 

 

How Google Talk Works 
By: Diane Dannenfeldt 

If you're looking for an easy, inexpensive way to send instant 

messages, Google Talk may be right for you. While it doesn't offer 

as many features as AOL Instant Messenger, Yahoo Messenger or 

Microsoft Windows Live Messenger, Google Talk messaging is 

uncluttered with ads and free to use. 

Once you download Google Talk, you're set for instant messaging 

from your computer or through a browser, although only with 

other Google Talk or Gmail users. 

Google Talk is one of the newer competitors for the IM market. It 

was launched in 2005, following AIM in 1997 and MSN Messenger 

(now Windows Live Messenger) and Yahoo Messenger in 1999. So 

far, it lags far behind those well-known services in users. In January 

2008, for example, Windows Live Messenger had 235 million 

unique visits, while Google Talk had fewer than 5 million [source: 

comScore]. 

But Google Talk has its fans among users who want a 

straightforward IMing service. And although Google Talk started 

lean, it keeps adding features like file transmission through chat 

windows, PC-to-PC voice calls and voice mail, emoticons, Google 

Talk on your Google home page, and chatback for your blog [source: CNet]. 
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What are some of the features of Google Talk? How do you use it? And, what's Google Talk Gadget? 

Let's start with the basics. 

Teens Pick IM'ing 

Forget e-mail; it's too slow. Teens would rather stay in touch by instant messaging each other. In fact, 

nearly 76 percent of teens worldwide IM their friends, and IMing is the most popular 

communications tool among teens in most countries. That's according to results of a survey in 

October and November 2007 of 58,486 teens in 31 countries by Habbo, a teen-oriented virtual world 

and online community. And where does e-mail fit in? Not as a social tool. The teens said they reserve 

e-mail for school, work and corresponding with family members. 

[source: 2008 Global Habbo Youth Survey] 

Read More 
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1. Google Talk Basics 

2. Google Talk Gadget 

3. Problems with Google Talk 

Google Talk Basics 

Using Google Talk is easy. There are two ways to 

get started: register and download Google Talk, if 

you have a PC, or connect on the Web by launching 

Google Talk Gadget. Either way, you're ready to 

start instant messaging. And that's not hard to do, 

either. 

We'll talk more about Google Talk Gadget on the 

next page, but here's how to download Google Talk 

messaging: 

• Go to Google Talk and click on "Download 

Google Talk." 

• Set up a Google account with a user name 

and password. 

• Follow the prompts to download the 

software. (Google Talk will start up automatically with your Windows applications.) 

• Sign in, invite friends to talk and chat. If you use Gmail, those contacts will be included 

automatically on your Google Talk Friends list. You can talk to them as soon as they also 

install Google Talk, and you can add more friends to your list. 

[source: Google Talk Help Center] 

Google Talk won't give you access to RSS (Really Simple Syndication) feeds and 200 plug-ins, like 

Yahoo Messenger, or let you have a live video chat, like Windows Live Messenger. But you'll still be 

able to do plenty with Google Talk besides just chat. Here are more of its features: 

https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/basics/aol-mail.htm#pt450172_1
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/basics/aol-mail.htm#pt450172_2
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/basics/aol-mail.htm#pt450172_3
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http://www.google.com/support/talk/bin/answer.py?answer


• Send unlimited file transfers to your contacts. Files can be Word documents, spreadsheets, 

photos, music, video or more -- without restrictions on file type, size or bandwidth. Google 

Talk shows estimated completion times for longer downloads. You can chat while a file is 

downloading, but remember that longer files may cost you more in Internet use time. 

• Make free PC-to-PC voice calls to anyone who is online and has Google Talk. Note, though, 

that you'll need an Internet connection, a microphone and a speaker and that, while making 

the call is free, your Internet service provider will charge for the time used. To make a call, 

find the person on your friends' list, click the phone icon next to the name, wait for the 

person to answer and start talking. 

• Send and receive voice mails with friends who aren't online. If someone doesn't pick up your 

Google Talk call, you'll be sent to voice mail, where you can leave a message of up to 10 

minutes. The message goes to the person's e-mail account as an MP3 file titled "Voicemail 

from …". Your contact can download it or simply click "Play" in Gmail. You also can use "Send 

Voicemail" in the friends list to send a voice message without calling. 

• Receive notifications on your desktop of new messages in your Gmail box. A notification 

window and a snippet of the message will appear above the Google Talk icon each time 

someone sends you a new message. 

Google Talk via download, called Google Talk Client, offers a lot more features, including bots to 

translate messages between English and 13 other languages. For more about the bots and other 

features, or for help, check the Google Talk Client section of Google's Help Center. 

If you're a Mac user or want to access your Google Talk account from somewhere other than your 

own computer, you need Google Talk Gadget. Let's look at what it can do next . 

Google Talk Gadget 

You can access Google Talk and do instant 

messaging from a Mac or any other computer with 

Internet access -- even your BlackBerry -- with 

Web-based Google Talk Gadget. While this 

application offers many of the features of Google 

Talk messaging, it has some fun features of its own. 

Because there's no download, you can start 

chatting immediately after you register for a Google 

account or embed the gadget in your personal 

Google page or Web site. 

With Google Talk Gadget, you can use your friends 

list and IM with your Google Talk and Gmail 

contacts, as you can with Google Talk Client. You 

also can receive offline messages and save a chat 

history if you also have Gmail. Unlike the downloadable version, you also can: 

• Invite several people to chat with you in a group. 

• Cut and paste video and slideshow URLs from YouTube, Google Video, Picasa Web Albums 

and Flickr into your chats and view them in your chat window. 

http://www.google.com/support/talk/bin/topic.py?topic


• Add Google Talk to your personalized iGoogle home page. 

• Embed the Google Talk Gadget into your own Web page or blog to enable chatback. 

• Chat in any of 22 languages or dialects. 

However, while Google is enhancing Google Talk Gadget, it currently doesn't offer these features of 

Google Talk Client: 

• File transfer 

• Voice mail 

• Voice calls (unless you run Google Talk Client at the same time) 

• Sending of offline messages 

• Notifications for new chats, friends coming online or new G-mail messages 

To get started with Google Talk Gadget, you need to first register as a Google user with a user name 

and password. Once you have that, you can add the Google Talk Gadget to your iGoogle home page 

or to your Web site or blog. 

Note that you'll need the latest free version of Flash installed in your browser and, if you're using a 

Mac, you need to use the Firefox browser instead of Safari. To download Flash for Mac, go to Adobe. 

To download Firefox for Mac, go to Mozilla Firefox. 

To add the Google Talk Gadget to your Web site, you need to paste a line of code into your site's 

HTML. For instructions and the code, go to Google Support. 

Google Talk for BlackBerry lets you add IM features to your mobile phone. You can e-mail and play 

games while you chat. 

There's more to Google Talk Gadget, and new features are constantly being added. For more about 

other features or for help, check the Google Talk Gadget section of Google's Help Center. 

Google Talk has plenty to offer, but it's not without some problems. Keep reading to learn about 

them and some possible solutions. 

Problems with Google Talk 

Google Talk offers some great features, but it has some problems and limitations, too. For instance, 

Google Talk messaging can only be done with other Google Talk and Gmail users. Beyond that, you 

have to download Google Talk and also have a Gmail account to get features such as chat history and 

offline chats. 

http://www.adobe.com/shockwave/download/download.cgi?P1_Prod_Version
http://www.mozilla.com/en-US/firefox/?utm_id
http://www.google.com/support/talkgadget/bin/answer.py?answer
http://www.google.com/support/talkgadget/


Even then, available features are more limited than those 

offered by Yahoo Messenger and  other instant messaging 

services. And Google Talk features are more limited on the 

Web-based Google Talk Gadget, which is the only version 

available to Mac and mobile users. 

Google Talk is no different from providers like Yahoo 

Messenger and Windows Live Messenger in keeping IMing 

among its registered users. (Although Yahoo and Windows 

users can now IM with each other.) And Google Talk offers 

many of the same features as AIM, Windows Live Messenger 

and Yahoo Messenger. 

Because Google Talk is newer than these services, Google has 

had less time to expand its features. But something new is 

being added all the time. For instance, you can now show your 

contacts the music you're listening to at that moment. Any 

time your music player starts a new song the track name and 

artist information are updated. And you can check out what 

Google Talk users are listening to around the world. 

With Google Talk Gadget, you also can use your Webcam to 

take a picture of yourself and then post it at the top of your 

friends list. Your friends will see the picture as your Google Talk 

picture in their contacts lists. 

One of the best places to learn about new features is at Google 

Talkabout, a blog where Google developers share the latest 

news about Google Talk. You can give your feedback while 

you're there, or seek answers from other users or join in with 

the Google Talk Help discussion group. 

We've given you information here about Google Talk and its features, but Google Talk is continuously 

evolving. For lots more information about GoogleTalk and related topics, check out the links on the 

next page. 

Lots More Information 

Related HowStuffWorks Articles 

• How Instant Messaging Works 

• How VoIP Works 

• How Gmail Works 

• How AOL Instant Messenger Works 

• How Windows Live Messenger Works 

• How Yahoo Messenger Works 

• How BlackBerry Messenger Works 
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More Great Links 

• Google Talk 

• Google Talk Blog 

• Google Talk Help 

How Yahoo Messenger Works 
By: Diane Dannenfeldt 

Without instant messaging through Yahoo 

Messenger and other services, teens would lose a 

vital social communications tool, and the rest of us 

wouldn't have an easy way to send and receive 

messages quickly from our computers or mobile 

phones. 

While Yahoo Inc. wan't the first Internet service 

provider to offer free instant messaging, it is one of 

the Web's most popular IM services. Launched in 

1999, Yahoo Messenger has more than an estimated 

94 million users who use to exchange instant 

messages with other Yahoo, Microsoft Windows Live 

Messenger or Lotus Sametime users [sources: Time 

Warner and PC World]. 

Once you download Yahoo Messenger software and complete the Yahoo Messenger sign in, you'll 

find the service also does a lot more. You can, for example, access contacts and messages anywhere 

from any Web browser, communicate in any of 40 languages and share photos and large-file Web 

video. 

Before we delve further into Yahoo Messenger, let's take a quick look at instant messaging. What 

exactly is it? Instant messaging allows you to carry on a conversation with someone else via your 

personal computer. You type in a message, which then travels in digital form over the Internet from 

your computer through the provider's server to the other person's computer. Within a few seconds, 

the message appears in an IM window on the recipient's computer screen. That person reads the 

message and types back a response. Small, separate IM windows on the screen allow you to carry on 

conversations with several different people at a time. For more information about instant messaging, 

check out How Instant Messaging Works. 

When e-mail contact isn't fast or convenient enough, Internet users turn to IM. Many teens use IM 

daily to talk to five or six friends at a time while simultaneously listening to music, doing homework 

and talking on their cell phone. 

Teens aren't the only group found IM handy. This communications tool also works for business 

colleagues checking details with sales reps on the road, friends trying to find a time to talk at length 

and mobile phone users who need to check in with the office or contact each other. The number of 

IM users worldwide was estimated at 461 million in 2007 and is expected to reach 711 million by 

2011, according to the Radicati Group, a market research firm specializing in messaging and 

collaboration technologies. 

http://www.google.com/talk/
http://googletalk.blogspot.com/
http://www.google.com/support/talk/?hl
https://www.howstuffworks.com/hsw-contact.htm
http://www.timewarner.com/corp/newsroom/pr/0,20812,669552,00.html
http://www.timewarner.com/corp/newsroom/pr/0,20812,669552,00.html
http://www.pcworld.com/article/id,139066/article.html


Next, let's see how easy it's to get started with Yahoo Messenger. 

Contents 

1. Yahoo Messenger Basics 

2. Using Yahoo Messenger 

3. Yahoo Messenger Features 

4. Convenient Tools for Yahoo Messenger 

5. New Innovations for Yahoo Messenger 

Yahoo Messenger Basics 

Yahoo Messenger basics start with a visit to the Yahoo Web site. You'll need to download Yahoo 

Messenger software and complete the Yahoo Messenger sign up before you can use the free instant 

messaging service to IM your friends or colleagues, and you'll need to set up a messenger list. Here's 

how to set it up: 

1. Go to Yahoo Messenger, and click on "download now" to download the Yahoo Messenger 

software. 

2. Install the software on your computer, following specific directions for your operating system 

(Windows XP, Windows Vista, Mac or Unix). 

3. If you don't already have a Yahoo account, sign up for a Yahoo ID. You'll be asked for your 

name, gender, country, ZIP code and e-mail address. You'll also need to provide your 

birthday, since Yahoo Messenger isn't available to anyone age 12 or under. After that, you 

select an ID -- a name to use when you IM -- and a password. You'll also be asked to select 

and answer a security question (like your first car model or pet's name) that can be used for 

identification if you forget your password. Click acceptance of the terms of service and 

privacy policy, and your account will be set up. 

4. Now, you're ready to sign in. Go to http://www.yahoo.com, and click on the smiling yellow 

Yahoo Messenger button near the upper right corner of the screen. You'll see a sign-in screen 

next. Just enter your Yahoo ID name and password, hit the "sign in" button and you'll be 

signed in. If you've forgotten your ID or password, click on the statement below the "sign in" 

button. After you answer some questions to verify your identity, you'll be sent your ID by e-

mail or given the option of selecting a new password. To sign out when you're done, just click 

on the words "sign out" near the upper right of the screen page. 

5. While you're signed in, you'll see your messenger list at the left of the screen. This is where 

you can list up to 300 friends, relatives, co-workers and others that you want to IM with. To 

add a name, click "Add" at the bottom of the messenger list, and then click "Yahoo Contact" 

or "Windows Live Contact." Type or paste the person's Yahoo or Windows Live ID in the box 

that opens at the top of your messenger list. To finish, type "Enter." Contacts receive an 

invitation with your request to add them to your list. If they say no, their names won't 

appear on your list. You can create groups within your messenger list by clicking on the 

Contacts menu, selecting "Organize Messenger Group" and then "Create New Group." Then 

just drop and drag contacts' names into the group. 

https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/basics/aol-mail.htm#pt441157_1
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6. To tell whether your contacts are available to talk, check the icon that appears in front of 

their names on the list. A yellow circle shows they're online and available to talk, while a 

blank circle means they're not available. 

7. You can indicate your own availability by changing the icon near your ID at the top of the 

messenger list. Beyond clicking "available," you have choices like "busy," "stepped out" or 

"on the phone" -- or the option of writing your own message. By choosing "invisible," you 

can talk or work online while appearing to be offline. 

Now that you're signed up, signed in and have some contacts in your messenger list, let's look at how 

you can send and retrieve instant messages. 

Using Yahoo Messenger 

Using Yahoo Messenger to send or receive messages is easy to learn. Yahoo offers a straightforward 

process and even has online help to provide tips on message formatting, sending files and other 

parts of the IM process. Let's go through the basics related to messages themselves. 

Sending an instant message 

To send a message to someone on your messenger list, start by clicking on their name in the list or 

typing a few letters of their ID in "Find Contacts." Click their name from the list that appears, type 

your message in the space below the conversation window and click on "Send" or hit the Enter key. 

For someone not on your list, type the ID in the "Find Contacts" box, press "Enter" and type your 

message the same as before. However, you won't be able to exchange messages if the person 

doesn't have Yahoo or Windows Live. 

To send the same message to more than one person, hold down the Control key while clicking on 

names in your messenger list that you want to receive the message. Then click on the Actions menu, 

select "Send an Instant Message" and type and send your message as usual. 

If you send an IM to someone who is offline, the message will pop up as soon as they sign back in. 

Formatting a message 

Why just send straight text when you can be more creative? Yahoo Messenger offers you options like 

sending messages in different fonts and colors. Pull-down menus below the conversation window let 

you format the text and message for the look you want. 

You also can add emoticons for emphasis in the text. These are faces made of type that can express 

emotions ranging from happy to sad to puzzled. Just place the cursor where you want the emoticon 

in the text and then click on any of the 25 options from the pull-down menu. 

Receiving a message and responding 

You'll hear an alert sound when someone sends a message. Type your response as before and click 

on "Send" or hit "Enter." You can mute the alert by clicking on the speaker icon above the 

conversation window. 

Sending a file or photo 

To send a document or a photo, just drop and drag the document into the conversation window. This 

works even if the person is offline. The person receiving the file will be asked to save or decline it. 



Another option during a conversation is to click the Actions menu and then choose "Send a File." You 

can send a file as big as 1GB (or 2GB with Yahoo Messenger 9.0). 

For up to 300 photos, you can use photo sharing. Yahoo Messenger will ask if you want to start a 

session and invite the other person to join in. If the other person accepts the files, the images will 

appear in a side panel for both of you to see. 

Message archiving 

Yahoo Messenger allows you to save, store and search your instant messages. The encrypted 

archives you create can only be viewed with your Yahoo ID on your computer. To set up a message 

archive: 

• Click on the Messenger menu, select "Preferences" and click on "Archive." 

• Choose one of the options for archiving messages. 

• Click the "OK" button. 

To view the messages later, choose the "Contacts" menu and select "Message Archive." Once the 

message archive for your ID appears, pick the folder you want to view. 

To learn about more features of Yahoo Messenger, go to the next page. 

Yahoo Messenger Features 

With Yahoo Messenger features, Yahoo gives you 

options beyond the basics of instant messaging. 

You can set Yahoo Messenger to alert you of 

incoming messages or e-mail. You can protect your 

privacy, personalize with IMVironments and avatars 

or add webcam features. Here's more about each 

of these features. 

Alerts 

Alerts let you know when you receive an IM, when 

someone on your messenger list comes on or goes 

offline, when you receive e-mail, or when your 

calendar shows an upcoming event. To set an alert: 

• Go to the Messenger menu, select 

"Preferences," click "Alerts" and select "Enable 

Alert Sounds." 

• Pick when you want an alert, using the 

Event menu. 

• Choose the type of alert you want for each event. This can be a sound from the menu or one 

you add yourself. 

• Close the window to finish. 



Privacy 

By using stealth settings and ignoring unwanted contacts, you can help ensure your privacy and 

security. Stealth settings allow you to appear offline to some contacts and online to others. To set 

this, start by right-clicking on the group name or contact. Select "Stealth Settings," and choose 

online, offline or permanently offline. Click "OK" to finish. You'll know you appear offline to a certain 

contact or group if their name is in italics in your messenger list. 

You can block messages from a single contact or up to 100 by ignoring them. You'll always appear to 

be offline to them. First, though, you have to delete the contact from your messenger list. Here's 

how you can block, or ignore, someone. 

• Click on the Messenger menu, select "Preferences" and then "Ignore List." Choose "Ignore 

only the people below." 

• Click on "Add" and enter the Yahoo ID of the person you want to ignore. 

• To finish, click "Ignore" and "OK." 

• To later stop ignoring the person, enter the contact's ID and click "Remove." 

Personalizing 

Avatars, audibles and IMVironments (themed IM window backgrounds) let you make Yahoo 

Messenger your own. An avatar is a character that you can personalize by changing its physical 

appearance, clothes, accessories and backgrounds and then show as your personal icon on Yahoo 

Messenger. 

To create and customize your avatar, go to http://avatars.yahoo.com/. To display the avatar in IMs 

and the messenger list, follow these steps: 

Go to the Messenger menu, select "Preferences" and click on "Display Image." Click the Avatar box to 

show your avatar, and select "Enable display images everywhere" to see pictures and avatars from 

your contacts. 

Audibles are talking animated characters you can send in an IM to comment or make a joke. Click the 

lips icon below the conversation window to access the audibles. Click the Send button above the one 

you want to send. Click "More Audibles" to see them all. 

An IMVironment (IMV) is a themed conversation window that you select. You and your contacts can 

see your IMV every time you IM. Your messages print over IMVs like Fishtank, which is animated with 

swimming fish. The Doodle IMV lets you and your contact draw in color on the same canvas, while 

other IMVs let you play interactive games together. 

Webcams 

Webcam capabilities let you view a contact's webcam video or send your own. Viewing someone 

else's webcam is easy. Just click "Contact" in the IM window and select "Contact Options" and "View 

Webcam." Sending your own is more complicated. For specific requirements, see Yahoo 

Messenger's Webcam Help section. 

Yahoo Messenger also offers tools to simplify instant messaging -- and make it more fun. Go to the 

next page to learn more. 

http://help.yahoo.com/l/us/yahoo/messenger/messenger8/webcam/webcam-01.html


Convenient Tools for Yahoo Messenger 

Convenient tools for Yahoo Messenger make instant messenging even faster and easier. Yahoo 

Messenger offers keyboard shortcuts, voice chat, parental controls and more. Keep reading to learn 

about each of these. 

Keyboard Shortcuts 

Typing key commands can make Yahoo Messenger faster to use. You can, for example, type "Control 

+ F" to find contacts in the messenger list. The drop-down menus show keyboard shortcuts for 

commands. 

Flickr for Photos 

Available in Yahoo Messenger 9.0, Flickr lets you share 

photos in a side panel during IM. All of the images are 

shown in a thumbnail strip below the photo being 

displayed. A slider lets you change from one displayed 

image to another. Click the arrow left of the slider, and 

you can turn the photos into a slide show to view with 

your contact. 

Video and Map Preview 

If you have the Web address of a video or map, you 

can watch it with a friend in the conversation window 

of Yahoo Messenger 9.0. Copy the URL of the video or 

map into the window where you type messages, and it will open in the conversation window. To 

watch a video with your friend, click "Watch with Me." 

Yahoo Chat and Voice Chat 

You can type or talk with voice chat in Yahoo Messenger chat rooms. To join a chat room, click on 

"Messenger," "Yahoo Chat" and "Join a Room." Select an alias to use for the chat, check out the 

rooms available and double-click on one you want to enter. Chat room visitors must be at least 18 

years old. 

For voice chat, you'll need a Windows operating system with Internet Explorer, plus a microphone, 

sound card and speakers. To use voice chat, click the voice icon after you enter a chat room. Hold 

down the green "Talk" button to start talking. When you're done talking, release the button. 

Plug-Ins 

Plug-ins are mini-programs that plug into Yahoo Messenger. Conversation plug-ins let you share 

activities -- like shopping, playing games or checking a flight schedule -- during IM conversations. Tab 

plug-ins give instant information, for example about important activities on your calendar or the 

status of an online auction bid. 

You'll find tab plug-ins below the messenger list and can click "Add Plug-ins" for a list. Conversation 

plug-ins are above the conversation window. Click the Plug-ins button to see the list. To find more 

plug-ins to add, visit Yahoo Gallery. 

http://us.gallery.yahoo.com/messenger


Parental Controls 

Yahoo parental controls let you restrict the places your children go online and the people with whom 

they communicate. You also can receive weekly report cards showing Web sites visited, e-mails sent 

and received, and IMs completed with Yahoo Messenger. 

The Web filter can block types of Web sites or specific sites. You can limit e-mail pals to those you 

approve, and you can limit when and how long your child stays online. You also can access your 

child's account to view and change inaccurate personal information. 

To activate parental controls, you have to set up a Yahoo family account with sub accounts for all 

family members. You'll also need to install a program on every computer your family uses. Once you 

have a Yahoo account for yourself, go to the Member Center and look for information under "Sub 

Accounts." 

Yahoo recommends that youths represent themselves with an avatar rather than a photo, use an 

alias, set their online status as invisible and archive all IM conversations. For parenting guides, 

Internet safety suggestions and a parent forum, visit Yahoo Messenger Safety Guide. 

Next, let's look at how you can use Yahoo Messenger anywhere, including from smartphones or 

PDAs. 

New Innovations for Yahoo Messenger 

Innovations for Yahoo Messenger reach beyond your own 

computer to allow you access to IM services wherever you are. For 

example, Yahoo Messenger for the Web provides instant 

messaging from any browser when you're away from home. Yahoo 

Messenger also provides free PC to PC phone service and IM 

services for your mobile device. 

Yahoo Messenger for the Web 

Log into Yahoo Messenger for the Web to IM from any browser -- 

with access to your contacts and message archives. You can add 

contacts, change your online status and save and search messages. 

You also can show your avatar and use your block list and stealth 

settings. But you won't be able to change any of these until you're 

home. And you won't be able to transfer files or use features like 

chat, voice, IMvironments, plug-ins or audibles. 

To use Yahoo Messenger for the Web, go to Yahoo Messenger for 

the Web and sign in with your Yahoo ID and password. Once 

you're signed in, you'll see the usual screen display with your 

message list at the left. You can send and receive messages as you would at home. 

PC to PC Phone Calls 

Using your computer to call someone else on theirs is simple, easy -- and free. Yahoo Messenger's 

call feature uses voice over Internet protocol (VoIP) technology for worldwide computer-to-computer 

calling. You and the person you're calling will need Yahoo Messenger with Voice, a Windows 

operating system and sound card, a microphone and speakers or a headset. 

http://info.yahoo.com/safety/messenger/
http://webmessenger.yahoo.com/
http://webmessenger.yahoo.com/


Before you make a call, you can make sure your microphone and speakers are set up right by clicking 

on "Actions" and then "Call Setup." To call someone on your messenger list with a phone number 

listed, click first on that person's name, then the phone icon and finally "Call (Person's) computer." 

You'll hear a ring, they'll answer and the call starts. When you're done, click "End Call." 

To call someone while the two of you are IMing, just click the phone icon above the conversation 

window. To call someone who's not on your messenger list, type the computer phone number in the 

"Type a Yahoo ID" bar above the messenger list. 

Yahoo Mobile Messenger 

You can sign into Yahoo Messenger from your mobile device when you're away from your computer 

and receive your IMs as text messages. You also can access your messenger list and change your 

online status from your cell phone, smartphone or PDA. 

Start by registering your mobile phone number. Click "Forward" above your messenger window. Then 

click "Add a phone number" next to "Forward offline IMs to" and register your number. After that, 

IMs will automatically be forwarded to your mobile device when you sign out of Yahoo Messenger on 

your computer. A phone icon in front of your name on your contacts' messenger lists will show 

you're mobile. 

To send a text message from your mobile phone with Yahoo Messenger, click the Actions menu and 

then "Send an SMS Message." Enter your contact's mobile phone number, type your message and 

click "Send." You also can start by clicking the text message icon in the address book, or clicking on 

the contact name in the messenger list and then selecting "Send an SMS Message." 

While we've tried to give an overview here of Yahoo Messenger, there's plenty more. For lots more 

information about Yahoo Messenger and instant messaging, go to the links on the next page. 

Lots More Information 

Related HowStuffWorks Articles 

• How Instant Messaging Works 

• How E-mail Works 

• How VoIP Works 

• How Smartphones Work  

• How a BlackBerry Works  

More Great Links 

• Yahoo Messenger 

• Yahoo Messenger Help 

• Yahoo 

How eBuddy Works 
By: Chris Obenschain 
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If modern technology has taught us anything, it's that people like 

to talk. Therefore, it's not surprising that there are so many 

different gadgets and programs out there designed to help them 

do it. From cell phones to laptops to BlackBerrys, virtually every 

device manufactured today houses myriad communication 

functions. Even the modern-day equivalent of the Walkman -- the 

iPod -- finds itself transformed into an Internet-ready networking 

device with the iPhone and iPod Touch. 

But how easy is it to correspond with the people in your life? In 

today's fast-paced, multitasking world, it's not unusual for a 

person to hold multiple e-mail accounts and to regularly update 

his or her profile on several social networking Web sites. In fact, 

just organizing all one's social contacts can get confusing. That's 

where eBuddy comes in. 

Founded in Amsterdam in 2003 by Dutch executives Jan-Joost 

Rueb and Onno Bakker as e-Messenger (they changed the name 

in 2006), eBuddy started out as "the world's first, independent, 

web browser-based instant messaging service" [source: eBuddy]. 

Today, eBuddy provides free chat to an average of 18,000,000 

unique visitors each month [source: Reuters]. eBuddy works with 

AOL Instant Messenger (AIM), MSN, Yahoo, ICQ and Google Talk 

(GTalk), as well as MySpace and Facebook, so those with multiple 

contact lists can consolidate them all seamlessly into eBuddy's 

service. For users, this removes the hassle of navigating through 

multiple windows and programs just to maintain a conversation. 

In fact, the average eBuddy user has more than 200 different contacts, so it's easy to see why the 

service has become so popular [source: eBuddy]. 

eBuddy's free chat service isn't tied exclusively to computers, however. In June 2007, the company 

launched its mobile chat service, eBuddy Mobile Messenger. Providing the same basic services as the 

Web version, Mobile Messenger consolidates multiple contact lists into a single program for cell 

phones and other mobile devices. For the gadgets that can't access Mobile Messenger (like iPhones 

and older-model cell phones), eBuddy has a separate program called Lite Messenger. Lite Messenger 

lacks several of the features present in the other versions of eBuddy, but it's compatible with almost 

any machine that connects to the Internet, including the Nintendo DS and Sony PSP. Yes, now it's 

possible to IM in between bouts of gaming on the go.On the next page, we'll teach you the ins and 

outs of using eBuddy. We'll show you how to do everything from setting up an account to explaining 

which versions of eBuddy allow you to upload your own avatar. Conversing with 200 different 

contacts is still up to you, however. 

Contents 

1. Using eBuddy 

2. Benefits of eBuddy 
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Using eBuddy 

Getting started with eBuddy is quick and easy. If you want to forgo setting up an account and start 

using the service immediately, all you need to do is go to eBuddy's home page (eBuddy.com). There, 

you will see a box in the center of the screen with the logos of eBuddy's compatible profiles 

(MySpace, Facebook, AIM, MSN, GTalk, ICQ and Yahoo). Simply sign in to to the account you are 

interested in using, and a few seconds (and an advertisement) later, eBuddy will have assimilated 

your contacts. Of course, you have to repeat these steps for each additional profile you want to use. 

Even though the login time is relatively brief, you'll need a few extra minutes if you want to link up 

contacts from multiple accounts. 

If you don't want to sign in to multiple profiles every time you log in to chat, you'll probably want to 

set up an eBuddy ID. Establishing your eBuddy ID is straightforward and doesn't take much more 

time than you'd need to sign in to several accounts. It's also a one-time only process, so if you plan 

on using eBuddy again, all you have to do is enter a password and all your contacts will be waiting. 

Click on the "eBuddy ID" link at the top of the homepage to get started. 

Setting up an account with eBuddy Mobile Messenger on your BlackBerry, PDA or cell phone is 

slightly more complicated because you must download a small application before you can use the 

service. Like everything else on eBuddy, it's free and relatively small (less than a megabyte), but it 

does take up precious space on your device's hard drive. What's more, it's only available on a select 

number of devices. Luckily, the Lite Messenger service works for many of the devices excluded from 

Messenger -- like the iPhone -- and doesn't require a download. However, many of the features 

present in regular eBuddy and Mobile Messenger (such as avatar customization and the ability to 

send pictures) are missing, which can be frustrating for those accustomed to the full service. 

Once you're set up, using eBuddy is easy, and anyone familiar with managing contacts and instant 

messages shouldn't have any problems. Options, contacts and text boxes are clearly laid out and easy 

to see, regardless of the version you're using. 

The eBuddy Phenomenon 

eBuddy Mobile may not support every device out there, but it has turned out to be quite a 

phenomenon. As of May 2009, GetJar, the world's leading mobile application e-store, has seen the 

program downloaded from their site over 13,000,000 times. In fact, eBuddy Mobile was downloaded 

from GetJar more than 425,000 times in the week ending May 2, 2009. These impressive numbers 

don't include the numbers from eBuddy's own Web site or any other site that offers eBuddy 

[source: GetJar]. 

http://www.getjar.com/


Benefits of eBuddy 

Aside from the fact that it's free, eBuddy's 

accessibility is undoubtedly one of the reasons for 

its continued popularity. Nearly every device that 

can connect to the Internet can use some version 

of eBuddy. The only requirement for computers 

and some mobile devices is Java capability, and 

any mobile device that supports xHTML or 

Wireless Application Protocol (which is virtually all 

of them) can use either Mobile Messenger or Lite 

Messenger [source: eBuddy]. Part of the reason it 

remains such a popular option for chat junkies 

across the globe is because it's available in 37 

different languages, encompassing everything 

from Standard English to Brazilian Portuguese, 

with more languages to be added later 

[source: eBuddy]. 

No one who uses instant messaging should have any difficulty using eBuddy. Standard features on 

most chat programs, such as adding and grouping contacts, changing the color and style of your font 

and quick access to emoticons are all available and easy to use. If you're on a computer and have a 

webcam handy, you can even video chat. 

eBuddy is also useful to those of us who like breaking the rules. If you feel like spending some 

company time chatting with friends instead of working, you're covered. The program evades most 

firewalls simply because there's nothing to download. As long as your IT administrator hasn't blocked 

the eBuddy Web site (and your boss doesn't catch you), you shouldn't run into any problems. 

There are, however, some definite downsides to using eBuddy. You can't do anything on the service 

without having to sit through an advertisement first. In addition, if you spend a lot of time using 

eBuddy on a cell phone, the free service can quickly turn into an expensive pastime, as your mobile 

carrier will charge you for your Internet usage. It's not eBuddy's fault, but it is something to consider 

if you plan to do a lot of instant messaging on the go. Any updates you make in eBuddy won't 

transfer back to your original contact list. If you use eBuddy to change the address of one your 

MySpace contacts, for example, you'll still have to go back and re-enter the new information on 

MySpace. 

Despite its drawbacks, eBuddy remains a popular application used by millions of people across the 

globe every day. Its cost, simple interface and accessibility have allowed the Dutch company to 

become the most successful independent Web and mobile instant messaging provider in the world 

[source: Reuters]. 

To learn more about instant messaging, online social networking and related topics, look at the links 

on the next page. 

Lots More Information 

Related HowStuffWorks Articles 

• Top 5 Niche Social Networks 

• What is a social networking site? 
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https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/social-networking/information/social-networking.htm


• Are social networking sites addictive? 

• Are social networks good for job productivity? 

• 10 Things You Should Never Share on Social Networks 

Sources 

• Cassavoy, Liane. "eBuddy Review." PC World. 05/08/07. (Accessed 

05/04/09)http://www.pcworld.com/reviews/product/29947/review/.html 

• eBuddy. "Web and Mobile Messaging, for Everyone Everywhere." 2009. 

(05/04/09)http://www.eBuddy.com 

• GetJar. "Most Popular Downloads." 05/05/09. (05/06/09)http://www.getjar.com 

• Mobile Industry Review. "eBuddy - mjelly mobile 2.0 service of the week." 01/16/09. 

(05/04/09)http://www.mobileindustryreview.com/2009/01/ebuddy_-

_mjelly_mobile_20_service_of_the_week.html 

• Reuters. "GetJar Delivers 10M Downloads for eBuddy Mobile Messenger." 03/19/09. 

(05/06/09)http://www.reuters.com/article/pressRelease/idUS166671+19-Mar-

2009+BW20090319 

 

How Windows Live Messenger Works 
By: Diane Dannenfeldt 

When an e-mail response isn't fast enough -- or you just want to hang 

out online with friends, instant messaging (IM) may be your best 

option. And Windows Live Messenger is the messaging service of 

choice for many who chat worldwide. 

Windows Live Messenger is just one component of the integrated 

Windows Live communications suite launched by Microsoft Corp. in 

2006. The new suite brought together, rebranded and updated 

existing products such as MSN Hotmail and MSN Messenger, which is 

now Windows Live Messenger [source: How Windows Live E-mail 

Works]. 

In February 2006, MSN Messenger was the most widely used IM 

service in the world with 61 percent of users worldwide. That included 

57.4 million users, or 70 percent of the European market. In North 

America, the most competitive IM market, MSN Messenger shared 

approximately one-third of the market, or about 23 million users, with 

AOL/AIM and Yahoo Messenger. But by November 2007, Windows 

Live Messenger had become the world's largest IM service with more 

than 294 million active users worldwide [source: comScore]. 

Beyond using free Windows Messenger to meet your basic IMing needs, you can use the service to: 

• Connect with friends and family by voice and video 

https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/social-networking/information/social-networking-sites-addictive.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/social-networking/information/social-networks-and-job-productivity.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/social-networking/information/10-things-you-should-not-share-on-social-networks.htm
https://www.howstuffworks.com/hsw-contact.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/e-mail-messaging/windows-live-email.htm
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/e-mail-messaging/windows-live-email.htm
http://www.comscore.com/press/release.asp?press


• Send text to smartphones or other mobile devices 

• Control how and when your contacts see you online 

[source: Microsoft Get Live] 

You may be wondering, how do I get started? How do I use these services? And, what's the i'm 

initiative? Let's start by looking at how easy downloading Windows Live Messenger is. 
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1. Windows Live Messenger Download 

2. Phone and Video Calls with Windows Live Messenger 

3. Windows Live Messenger on Other Platforms 

4. The 'i'm' Initiative 
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Windows Live Messenger Download 

 

Windows Live Messenger is free and easy to use, starting with a 

simple download. To get started, all you need to do is go to Windows 

Live and click on "Get Windows Live." 

You'll be able to check which services you want to download, 

choosing Windows Messenger as well as Mail (to access multiple e-

mail accounts in one place), Messenger, Photo Gallery (to share 

photos and videos), Writer (to publish photos, videos and rich 

content to your blog), Toolbar (for access from any Web page) and 

OneCare Family Safety (for online security). Then click "Install." 

If your computer is a Mac, you'll note that you're automatically taken 

to the Mactopia site. That's because Windows Live Messenger 

services aren't available for the Mac. The Mactopia site will show you 

the IM services offered in Messenger for Mac, which is part of the 

Microsoft Office for Mac suite, and allow you to download it 

[source: Microsoft for Mac]. 

Once you have Windows Live Messenger installed, you're ready to 

chat. Start by adding a buddy. Click the Add a Buddy icon, add 

information for your Windows Messenger or Yahoo Instant 

Messenger contact, and click "Save." You're ready to start messaging. 

With the offline messaging function, you can send an IM to a contact 

who's offline to be received the next time he signs on. You also can 

select a status setting for yourself, such as "Online" or "Out to Lunch" 

or even appear offline to your contacts. 

Once you've mastered IMing, you also can explore the other features 

Windows Live Messenger offers, like expanded contact functionality 

and folder sharing. 

Contacts 

Windows Live Messenger brings contact information together for up 

to 600 contacts. You can access all your Windows Live Messenger and e-mail contacts through your 

buddy list and look up information like birthdays or phone numbers in one place. 

"Word wheeling" works like speed dial for your buddy list. You only have to enter the first letter or 

two of the contact's name to find the person to whom you want to send a message or about whom 

you need to find information. You can even give contacts nicknames like "Grandma" and search by 

nickname. 

Contact cards, a feature added with Windows Live Messenger, let you know what each of your 

contacts is doing without even talking to them. Look for a yellow starburst called a gleam, which 

indicates that a contact has done something new. Then click on the person's contact icon to pull up 

the contact card and see what's up. 

http://get.live.com/
http://get.live.com/
http://www.microsoft.com/mac/downloads.mspx?pid


The card shows a preview of what the person has done online, such as updating a social profile. By 

clicking on the preview, you can get details. By clicking elsewhere on the card, you can send a text 

message, view the person's friends list, create a sharing folder or call the person's phone. And by 

flipping the card over, you can edit the information you have for that person. 

Sharing Folders 

You can create a folder to share items with each of your contacts. Add a file to the folder, or edit one 

that's already there, and it's automatically shared with you or your contact the next time you sign in. 

For security, the files are sent over an encrypted channel. 

File size doesn't matter. You can share Word documents, spreadsheets, photos, slide presentations, 

videos and more. If you need to go offline while a large file is being sent, it'll start the download from 

where it left off when you go online again. 

Microsoft offers tips and plenty more about the features of Windows Live Messenger. For tips, "how-

to" diagrams and what's new, check out Windows Live Messenger. 

Next, let's see how you can use Windows Live Messenger to connect with your friends and family via 

phone or video. 

Phone and Video Calls with Windows Live Messenger 

Instant messaging usually means watching written 

messages appear in real time on a computer screen 

and then responding to them. Windows Live 

Messenger offers that type of traditional chat, but you 

can also connect with people through voice calls or 

video. The calls make use of Voice over Internet 

Protocol (VoIP). Here's more about how each of these 

Windows Messenger features work. 

Voice 

Making PC to PC calls is easy and inexpensive, but 

you'll have to invest in a compatible microphone and 

speakers or a headset. Both you and your contact will 

need Windows Instant Messenger downloaded, and 

you'll need to complete the sign-up process for a 

Windows Live ID. Note, too, that while the call is free, 

you'll need to pay for Internet service. 

To make a call, start by clicking the phone icon and 

then selecting "Call Computer." When your call invitation is sent, your contact's computer will ring. 

When the invitation is accepted, you're ready to start the conversation. 

Video 

High-definition video calls also are easy, but you need the right equipment -- compatible Web 

cameras, microphones, speakers or a headset and high-speed Internet access. You and the person 

you're calling also need to be signed on to Windows Instant Messenger. As with PC to PC calls, the 

call is free, but you'll need to pay an Internet service provider for the Web access. 

http://imagine-windowslive.com/Messenger/Post/


To make a call, start by clicking on the Video icon or right clicking on a contact, clicking on Video and 

then selecting "Start Video Call." A video invitation to talk is then sent to your contact. You can start 

your conversation as soon as your contact accepts the invitation. 

Windows Live Messenger works in even more ways, allowing you to communicate via smartphones 

and other mobile devices -- and even with the Xbox 360 gaming platform. Keep reading to learn 

more. 

Windows Live Messenger on Other Platforms 

You don't have to be sitting at a PC to use 

Windows Live Messenger. As part of Windows 

Live, Microsoft offers chat via Windows 

Messenger using smartphones and other mobile 

devices as well as Xbox 360 gaming consoles. 

Here's more about those options. 

Windows Live Messenger Mobile 

Windows Live services, including Windows Live 

Messenger, are offered in two ways on mobile 

phones: via browser from almost Web-enabled 

phone or as software installed on the phone. 

• Option 1. If you have a mobile phone with a 

built-in browser that supports WAP 2.0, iMode or 

HTML, you can use Windows Live Messenger to 

check in with friends. 

• Option 2. Perhaps your cell phone came with Windows Live already installed. If not, you may 

be able to install software designed for your specific phone. Using this, you can download 

contact lists to your phone's address book, carry on IM conversations and let contacts know 

your online availability and status. You also can take a photo or record a sound clip during a 

Windows Messenger conversation and then send that file almost anywhere. 

The available features vary depending on your cell phone service provider. Also, note that while 

Windows Live Messenger itself is free, you'll need to pay for a service plan providing Internet, Wi-Fi 

and phone access. Sending large files may be an added expense. 

Xbox 360 

Using an Xbox 360 console, Xbox Live and your television, you can IM with your Windows Live 

Messenger contacts, as well as with your Xbox Live friends. In fact, you can combine the two contact 

lists into one. You also can: 

• Broadcast what you're doing on the Xbox console to your contacts 

• Have up to six conversations at a time with various friends 

• Plug in a PC keyboard and use the Xbox to carry on a conversation while watching video or 

playing a game 

Here's how to set up Windows Live Messenger on your Xbox 360: 

http://mobile.msn.com/


• Set up your Xbox Live account, registering for a Windows Live ID. 

• Go to the Xbox Live area of the Xbox dashboard, and select "Chat and IM." 

• Select the Messenger tab, select "Continue" and then select "Sign Up for Messenger." 

• Select "Continue," type your password and select "Done." 

• Select "Save Password" and then "Continue." 

• A list will appear of your Windows Live Messenger contacts who also have signed up for 

Messenger on Xbox Live. Choose which contacts you want to invite to your Xbox Live friends 

list, and select "Done." 

To sign onto Windows Live Messenger, go to the Xbox Live area of the dashboard. Select "Chat and 

IM," then the Messenger tab and then "Sign In to Messenger." 

To have an IM conversation, select the Messenger tab and then "New Conversation." Choose a 

contact from the list, and enter your message into the chat box. 

For more on how to use Windows Live Messenger on the Xbox 360, visit Xbox. Children under age 13 

are not allowed to use Windows Live Messenger on Xbox Live. Additional information about 

managing access to Xbox Live is available on the Web site. 

Contribute to a favorite cause while you IM with Microsoft's i'm Initiative. Keep reading to learn how. 

The 'i'm' Initiative 

Helping a favorite cause is as easy as IMing with the 

i'm Initiative from Windows Live Messenger. Each 

time you start a conversation using i'm, Microsoft 

will donate part of its advertising revenue to a 

charitable organization. You can select from 

organizations like the American Red Cross, the 

Sierra Club, the National AIDS Foundation and the 

United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF). 

Each organization on the list will receive at least 

$100,000 from the initiative. Between March 2007 

and the end of March 2008, the i'm Initiative raised 

more than $850,000. A counter on the site shows 

exactly how much has been raised to date. 

If you'd like to participate, first make sure you're 

using Windows Messenger 8.1 or higher, or download it. Then place the text code for your chosen 

cause into your display name. Here's how to do that: 

1. From your Contacts window, click the arrow next to your name and select "Options." 

2. Next to your name, type the code for the cause you'd like to support. For example, the 

American Red Cross is *red+u and the Sierra Club is *sierra. 

3. Click "OK." From now on, when you IM, your name will appear with the cause's text code 

after it. 

http://www.xbox.com/en-US/support/systemuse/xbox360/livefeatures/messenger.htm
http://www.xbox.com/en-US/support/familysettings/xbox360/familysettings-intro.htm
http://im.live.com/messenger/im/home/?source


After that, all you need to do is keep having IM conversations using Windows Live Messenger. 

Windows Live addresses Web communication needs with a single suite of applications and services 

that are designed to keep changing based on user needs and evolving technology. As part of 

Windows Live, Windows Live Messenger also continues to grow and change. 

For example, Microsoft announced in March 2008 that users would soon be able to add their 

contacts from Facebook, LinkedIn, Bebo, Hi5 and Tagged accounts to their Windows Life Messenger 

contact list. No doubt more changes will continue to come [source: PC World]. 

For lots more information about Windows Live Messenger and related topics, check out the links on 

the next page. 

Lots More Information 

Related HowStuffWorks Articles 

• How Windows Live E-mail Works 

• How Instant Messaging Works 

• How VoIP Works 

• How Yahoo Messenger Works 

• How BlackBerry Messenger Works 

More Great Links 

• Get Live 

• Mactopia 

• Windows Live Messenger 

  

  

How Gmail Works 
By: Diane Dannenfeldt 

Since its early beginnings which date all the way back to 2004, Gmail has offered users innovative 

features such as a gigabyte of free storage, built-in search functions and message groupings. 

These features have ensured Gmail's place as a top-rated e-mail provider. In October 2007, Gmail 

was estimated to be the third largest free e-mail service with 87 million users worldwide, based on 
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data from comScore Media Metrix. Yahoo Mail led the 

way with approximately 262 million users followed by 

about 256 million users for second-place MSN Hotmail 

(now Windows Live e-mail) [source: TechNewsWorld]. 

While AOL and Yahoo have offered Web-based mail 

since the 1990s, Gmail started as an internal e-mail 

service at Google Inc. Originally the service was 

offered by invitation to Google members in April 2004. 

In February 2007, Google offered Gmail to everyone 

[source: Google history]. 

Since then, Google has expanded the e-mail service's 

features to include group chat with AIM (AOL Instant 

Messenger) users, Gmail for mobile devices, access to 

e-mail from other services like AOL or Yahoo Mail, 

virus scanning, spam control, shortcuts and more. Gmail also provides messaging in 40 languages 

and allows attachments up to 20 megabytes in size [source: Google history]. 

In this HowStuffWorks article, we'll take a closer look at these and other Gmail features. First, let's 

see how easy it is to set up an account and go through Gmail sign in. 
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Getting Started with Gmail 

 

Getting started with Gmail is simple, beginning with 

signing up for a Google account. Once you have that, 

you can complete the Gmail login and send your first 

e-mail. Here are some steps to take you to Gmail sign 

in. 

1. Go to Google, and click on "Sign up for 

Gmail" at the lower right. 

2. If you already have a Google account, click 

on "Sign In Here" on the next screen. If you don't 

have an account, you can sign up for one. You'll be 

asked to give your name and country and to choose a 

login name and password to use each time you 

access your Gmail. You'll also be asked to select and 

answer a security question (like your first phone number) to use for identification if you 

http://www.technewsworld.com/story/60636.html
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forget your password. Click acceptance of the terms of service and privacy policy, and your 

account will be set up. 

3. Now, you're ready to sign in. Go to Google from most browsers to connect to the sign-in 

screen page. Enter your user name (with "@gmail.com" at the end) and password at the 

right, click "Sign In," and you'll be signed in at your mail home page. 

4. Below the Sign In area is a box you can click to remain signed in. For security, don't check this 

if you're working on a shared computer. 

5. Forgot your ID or password? If so, click "I cannot access my account" below the Sign In 

button. After answering questions to verify your identity, you'll be contacted by e-mail with 

instructions. 

6. To sign out when you're done, just click on the words "Sign Out" at the far upper right of the 

screen page. 

By going to "Settings" at the upper right, you can make personalized changes for Gmail. For instance, 

click "Settings" and then "General." On this screen, you can select the language you want to use, 

personalize e-mails with your picture and add a signature -- such as your name, address and phone 

numbers -- that'll appear on every e-mail you send. You also can set up a vacation responder, a 

response that'll be sent automatically to anyone who e-mails while you're gone. Be sure to click 

"Save Changes" after you make any changes to settings. 

Now that you're ready to use Gmail, go to the next page to learn the basics of sending and receiving 

e-mails. 

Gmail Basics 

Gmail basics start with learning to use e-mail -- in 

other words, sending a message or receiving a 

message. After that, you'll want to send e-mail 

attachments, archive messages and use Google 

search to find information in e-mails. 

Sending a Message 

To send a message, click "Compose Mail" at the top 

left. Then type the receiver's address after "To." If 

you've added addresses to your contact list, you can 

type the first letter or two of the name for auto-

complete, which lets you pick the name you want. 

Click on "Add Cc" to add addresses for people 

whose responses are welcome but not required. 

Click on "Bcc" to add recipients whose names and 

addresses will be hidden. 

Next, enter your topic after "Subject," and type your message in the large box. Using the symbols 

above the box, you can change the formatting, font and color of the text. You can also check spelling, 

add links and attach files. (You'll learn more about attachments later on this page.) 
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Gmail automatically saves your message in draft every few minutes while you're writing. When your 

message is complete, click "Send." A confirmation above the window will show your message was 

sent. If you don't want to save the draft message, delete it from the Draft folder. 

Receiving a Message and Responding 

Check the tally number next to your Inbox to see if you have new messages. Gmail checks for new 

messages every two minutes and updates the tally. 

Gmail saves a "conversation" of each original message and all replies. When you open a message, the 

newest in the conversation is on top with the rest stacked below. To read all the messages in the 

conversation, click "Expand All." 

To print a message, click the down arrow next to "Reply" and select "Print." To print the whole 

conversation, click "Print all." 

To forward an individual message, open it and click "Forward" from below the message area. Enter 

recipients' addresses and add any notes to the message. Click "Send." 

Using Attachments 

With Gmail, attachments like documents, photos or video are easy to add and read. To attach a file to 

a message, click "Attach a file" under the Subject field. Find the file you want to attach, and click 

"Open." "Attach another file" lets you repeat the process. To remove an attached file, click "Remove." 

To view an attachment, open the message, click "Download" at the message's bottom and then 

"Open" or "Save." To view an attachment without downloading, click "View as HTML" after you open 

the message. You also can open Microsoft Excel files as Google spreadsheets and Microsoft Word 

files as Google docs. 

Message Archives 

Archiving lets you move messages from the inbox to All Mail for storage. You can find information in 

these e-mails later by using the search tool. To archive a message, check the box next to the sender's 

name and click "Archive." If someone responds to a message you've archived, the whole 

conversation reappears in your inbox. 

Gmail has plenty of features beyond the basics. Next, let's look at some of them, such as security 

filters, Gmail Notifier to announce new mail, and "retrieve and respond" to access messages from 

other e-mail services. 



Gmail Features 

Gmail features make e-mail easier and more 

convenient. Let's take a closer look at some like 

Gmail Notifier, which can alert you when you have a 

new message, and Mail Fetcher, which allows you to 

retrieve e-mail from other services, like Yahoo Mail 

or AOL. 

Gmail Notifier 

This downloadable application lets you know when 

you have new Gmail messages -- without opening 

your browser. The Notifier automatically checks for 

new messages every two minutes. With it, you can 

see a brief section of text from up to 30 messages 

and select a sound to indicate you have new mail. 

Running Gmail Notifier requires Windows 2000, 

Windows XP or a newer version of Windows. Mac users need OS X 10.3.8 or later to run the Notifier, 

which can also alert them of upcoming events recorded on Google Calendar. 

Mail Fetcher 

This feature lets you fetch and download messages from up to five other e-mail accounts. Mail 

Fetcher will check all of the accounts regularly so that mail from them appears automatically in 

Gmail. Accounts that you want to access must be POP (Post Office Protocol) access enabled. POP 

allows users to download messages from Gmail's servers so e-mail can be accessed without an 

Internet connection. 

Contact Groups 

By creating a contact group, you can quickly send e-mails to everyone in the group. To create a 

group, click "Contacts" at the left and then "New Group" in the top left corner. Enter the name of the 

group and click "OK." 

To fill the group with contacts, select the contacts you want in the Contacts list. Then open the 

Groups menu, and under "Add to . . .," select the group you want. 

For later additions, enter the contact's name or e-mail address in the "Add this to group" box below 

the contact list. 

To send a message to the group, go to the Compose window. After "To:" enter the first few letters of 

the contact group's name. Choose from the list that auto-complete suggests and write and send your 

message. 

Security and Spam 

Gmail is security conscious, starting with virus scans of every attachment you send. Every attachment 

you receive is scanned twice, when it's delivered and when you open the message. Questionable e-

mails go directly into the spam folder. To remove spam from your inbox, select the unwanted 

message and click "Report Spam." 



You also can send unwanted mail from specific addresses or domains directly to the trash by setting 

up a filter. Click "Create a filter" under the search box. Fill in fields with your criteria for the filter, and 

click "Next Step." Choose how you want the e-mails handled by checking a box such as "Delete it." 

Then click "Create Filter." 

Parental Controls 

Children under age 13 need parental permission to create a Gmail account. Parents also can use mail 

filters to block unwanted mail from reaching their children. 

Gmail also recommends that parents: 

• Keep their child's computer in a public area of the house so they can monitor online activity. 

• Download parental control software or use browser settings that can block unwanted visits 

to inappropriate sites. 

• Discuss appropriate e-mail communication and behavior. 

• Advise children not to download attachments from unknown senders -- and to check with an 

adult if they're unsure. 

• Tell children not to give identifiable photos or information over e-mail or in chats, particularly 

to strangers. 

Gmail continues to look at new ways to send and receive e-mail. Keep reading to learn how you can 

use Gmail for chat, instant messaging with AIM users, e-mailing from mobile devices and mail with 

voice. 

Gmail Innovations 

Gmail innovations go beyond simply handling e-mail on 

your personal computer. With Gmail from Google, you 

can chat with a friend or in groups, instant message 

(IM) with other AIM users, take advantage of mail with 

voice and use Gmail for Mobile from your BlackBerry, 

iPhone or other mobile device. 

Mail with Voice 

If you're also signed into downloadable Google Talk 

while using Gmail's chat features, you can make and 

receive voice calls. A "Call" button will appear next to 

your contacts' profiles. Unless that button appears gray, 

the person is available to talk. 

Your contacts also can leave you voice messages using Google Talk's voicemail. These will appear as 

special messages in your inbox. They have the subject "Voicemail from ContactName (x seconds)" 

and appear with a telephone icon. To hear voicemail, click "Play" in the conversation view. 

Gmail Chat 

Like Google Talk, Gmail allows you to chat with just one person or with a group. You can chat with 

anyone on your chat list who has a colored ball next to his or her name. Go to "Chat" and find and 



click on the name of the person you want. That will open a chat window, so enter your message and 

press "Enter." 

You also can search for a contact by entering the name you want in the box at the top of Chat. Or you 

can search for the person you want from your Contacts list and then click the Chat link. When you're 

finished chatting, click the x in the top right corner of the chat window. Chat works with Internet 

Explorer 6.0+ or Firefox 1.0+ but not with Safari or other browsers. Chats are saved and can be 

searched. 

Group chat lets you talk with an unlimited number of contacts at once. Here's how to set it up: 

1. Start a chat with one person in your Contacts list. 

2. Click "Options" at the bottom left of the chat window, and select "Group Chat." 

3. Enter the names of contacts you want to add in "Add a person to this chat." 

4. To end the chat, click the x in the corner of the chat window. The group chat continues until 

everyone has left. 

Chat/IM with AIM Users 

With Gmail chat, you can sign into your AIM account from Gmail to chat with AIM buddies. They're 

listed among your contacts, and you can search for them. To chat, you just click on a name on your 

chat list and type a message. 

Gmail for Mobile 

Gmail for mobile can be accessed through a smartphone's Web browser or from an application 

downloaded to the phone. To access by browser, point your phone's browser to Gmail. The interface 

makes it appear as if you're using Gmail on your computer. 

Downloadable Gmail for mobile also keeps your actions in sync with your Gmail account, but it's 

faster and uses less data than the browser version. To try downloadable Gmail for mobile, point the 

phone's browser to Gmail applications. 

Either version provides Gmail functions like search and conversation view. And both have automatic 

synching so anything you do in Gmail from your phone is also shown in your regular Gmail account. 

This article gives an overiew of Gmail services, but Google keeps upgrading and adding to its 

offerings. For lots more information about Gmail and related topics, follow the links on the next 

page. 

Lots More Information 

Related HowStuffWorks Articles 

• How E-mail Works 

• How Smartphones Work 

• How a BlackBerry Works 

• How Yahoo Mail Works 

• How AOL Mail Works 

• How Windows Live E-mail Works 
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More Great Links 

• Gmail Help 

• Gmail Blog 

• Gmail for Mobile 

• Google 

 

  

http://mail.google.com/support/
http://gmailblog.blogspot.com/
http://www.google.com/mobile/mail/index.html
http://www.google.com/


 

instant messaging 
Written by:  Gary W. Larson 

Fact-checked by:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica 

Last Updated: Mar 13, 2025 • Article History 

Also known as:  IM 

Also called:  direct messaging 

Instant Messaging (IM) 

A form of text-based communication in which two people participate in a conversation over 

their computers or smartphones via an Internet-based chat room or application. 

Instant messaging (IM) platforms, generally referred to as messaging services or apps, often monitor 

for users’ online presence and show an indication of their availability. For example, the popular 

workplace messaging service Slack shows a green circle next to a user’s profile name if they are 

available to chat. IM software relies on a central server or servers to monitor user availability. In the 

past, when a user logged into an IM system, the login was recognized by the system, and other 

online users who had that address listed as a “buddy,” or friend, were notified of the user’s presence. 

With the modernization of such apps, users rarely have to log in or out of an application to receive 

messages, and applications rarely send notifications to friends simply to indicate online availability. 

IM software establishes a direct connection between users so they can talk to each other 

synchronously, in real time. The technology came to the forefront of digital communication in the 

1990s in response to ongoing battles between commercial ventures engaged in its development. 

One of the precursors to a formal IM was the Compatible Time-Sharing System (CTSS), which 

originated in 1961 at the Computation Center at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). 

CTSS was housed in a large mainframe. Users connected to the mainframe through remote dial-up 

terminals to send messages back and forth to one another and share files. CTSS soon grew beyond 

MIT, allowing several hundred users from a number of colleges to converse with one another by 

1965, thereby adopting modern IM-like qualities. 

IM was invented in 1971 as a chat function on a government computer network. American computer 

scientist Murray Turoff created IM as part of the Emergency Management Information Systems and 

Reference Index (EMISARI) for the Office of Emergency Preparedness. Its original purpose was to 

help exchange information which would aid the U.S. government during emergencies. One of 

EMISARI’s first uses was to facilitate communication among government officials to assist the anti-

inflation wage and price control efforts of the Nixon administration. EMISARI users accessed the 

system through teletypewriter terminals linked to a central computer. EMISARI continued to be used 

by the U.S. government for management of emergency situations until 1986. The EMISARI chat 

function was called the Party Line and was originally developed to replace telephone conferences. 

Party Line users all had to log on to the same computer over phone lines and read the text of the 

chats on Teletype units. 
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During the 1970s the first public chat software emerged. “Talk,” designed to work within 

the UNIX operating system, also required that users be logged on to the same computer to use the 

program. This was truly the forerunner of IM systems, since users could send a message to anyone 

else on the system and a note would pop up on the user’s terminal. This software was often used in 

combination with “Finger,” a program that allowed users to determine whether one user or another 

was present online at the time. 

The first large-scale rollout of IM came from America Online (AOL). IM had been a part of the AOL 

browser as early as 1988, in the form of lists of acquaintances that let AOL customers know when 

their friends, relatives, or other acquaintances who also used AOL were online. Such lists were called 

“buddy lists” after the rollout of AOL Instant Messenger (AIM) in 1997. AIM flourished and, as the 

popularity of the Internet grew, so did the demand for software systems that allowed real-time 

conversation. The late 1980s also saw the introduction of Internet Relay Chat (IRC) software for 

group conversations, and by the mid-1990s other IM software, such as ICQ (or “I Seek You”) for non-

AOL Internet users, also became available. 

By the early 2000s several IM systems were in use on the Internet, with multiple versions for 

different computer operating systems (Windows, Mac OS, Linux). Such systems 

included Apple’s iChat, which made its debut in 2002 during the rollout of OS X Jaguar, the third 

version of Apple’s Mac OS X operating system. Beginning in 2011, Apple products used the 

centralized service iMessage (via the Apple Messaging application) to facilitate communication 

between users. Though Apple’s Messaging app supports MMS and SMS messages, which are 

delivered using cell service, the app uses the Internet to send “iMessages.” Skype, an IM and video 

conferencing service that was introduced in 2003, was popular for its messaging and its video-call-

oriented framework. Microsoft bought Skype in 2011, but the application was soon overshadowed 

by options such as Zoom and Microsoft Teams, both of which gained popularity during the COVID-

19 pandemic. Google Talk was first linked to the company’s Gmail service in 2005. The service has 

since gone through multiple iterations, with its name changed to “Hangouts” and “Allo,” among 

others. In 2024 Google owned the services Google Meet and Google Chat, with Google Chat 

designated as the company’s official IM service. 

IM became linked to social media platforms with the release of MySpaceIM by MySpace in 

2006, Facebook’s Facebook Chat in 2008, and Facebook Messenger in 2011. Many more platforms 

have integrated IM chatting as part of their features. WhatsApp, owned by Meta Platforms, which 

also owns Facebook, is prominent in the space, reporting more than 2 billion monthly users. Slack 

and Microsoft Teams are workplace-oriented platforms that have modernized IM features. With the 

proliferation of artificial intelligence, chatbots have become popular as well, and users sometimes 

choose to message a bot rather than a human. 

Gary W. Larson 

The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica 
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social media 

A form of mass media communications on the Internet (such as on websites for social 

networking and microblogging) through which users share information, ideas, personal messages, 

and other content (such as videos). Social networking and social media are overlapping concepts, but 

social networking is usually understood as users building communities among themselves while 

social media is more about using social networking sites and related platforms to build an audience. 

The earliest forms of social media appeared almost as soon as technology could support them. E-

mail and chat programs debuted in the early 1970s, but persistent communities did not surface until 

the creation of the discussion group network USENET in 1979. USENET allowed users to post and 

receive messages within subject areas called newsgroups. USENET and other discussion forums, such 

as privately hosted bulletin board systems (BBSs), enabled individuals to interact, but each was 

essentially a closed system. With the release in 1993 of the Mosaic web browser, those systems were 

joined with an easy-to-use graphical interface. The architecture of the World Wide Web made it 

possible to navigate from one site to another with a click, and faster Internet connections allowed for 

more multimedia content than could be found in the text-heavy newsgroups. 

The first companies to create social networks based on web technology were Classmates.com and 

SixDegrees.com. Classmates.com, founded in 1995, used an aggressive pop-up advertising campaign 

to draw web surfers to its site. It based its social network on the existing connection between 

members of high-school and college graduating classes, armed service branches, and 

workplaces. SixDegrees.com was the first true social networking site. It was launched in 1997 with 

most of the features that would come to characterize such sites: members could create profiles for 

themselves, maintain lists of friends, and contact one another through the site’s private messaging 

system. SixDegrees.com claimed to have attracted more than three million users by 2000, but it 

failed to translate those numbers into revenue and collapsed with countless other dot-coms when 

the “bubble” burst that year for shares of e-commerce companies. 

Nevertheless, social media sites became popular in the early 21st century. Social networks such 

as Friendster and MySpace emerged that allowed family members, friends, and acquaintances to 

connect online. Those two sites were eventually supplanted by Facebook, which became one of the 

world’s most popular social media sites with billions of users worldwide. Other forms of social media 

emerged for the sharing of specific types of content. For example, YouTube allows users to share 

videos, and TikTok is specifically designed for the sharing of short videos. LinkedIn emphasizes a 

user’s professional connections, where users create pages similar in structure to résumés. 

Concerns over the possible negative effects of social media are also growing in tandem with the 

burgeoning technology. For example, some observers suggest that social media sites spur 

greater schadenfreude—the emotional experience of pleasure in response to another’s misfortune—

perhaps as a result of the dehumanization that occurs when interacting through screens 

on computers and mobile devices. Some studies also suggest a strong tie between heavy social 

media use and increased depression, anxiety, loneliness, suicidal tendencies, and feelings of 

inadequacy. During his second tenure as U.S. surgeon general, Vivek Murthy raised concerns about 
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social media’s impact on children and in 2024 he suggested mandated warning labels on social media 

sites. 

The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica 

This article was most recently revised and updated by Charles Preston. 
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Communication 

Is the exchange of meanings between individuals through a common system of symbols. 

This article treats the functions, types, and psychology of communication. For a treatment of animal 

communication, see animal behaviour. For further treatment of the basic components and 

techniques of human communication, see language; speech; writing. For technological aspects, 

including communications devices and information 

systems, see broadcasting; dictionary; encyclopaedia; information processing; information 

theory; library; printing; publishing, history of; telecommunications media; telecommunications 

network; telecommunications system. 

The subject of communication has concerned scholars since the time of ancient Greece. Until 

modern times, however, the topic was usually subsumed under other disciplines and taken for 

granted as a natural process inherent to each. In 1928 the English literary critic and author I.A. 

Richards offered one of the first—and in some ways still the best—definitions of communication as a 

discrete aspect of human enterprise: 

Communication takes place when one mind so acts upon its environment that another mind is 

influenced, and in that other mind an experience occurs which is like the experience in the first mind, 

and is caused in part by that experience. 

Richards’s definition is both general and rough, but its application to nearly all kinds of 

communication—including those between humans and animals (but excluding machines)—

separated the contents of messages from the processes in human affairs by which these messages 

are transmitted. More recently, questions have been raised concerning the adequacy of any single 

definition of the term communication as it is currently employed. The American psychiatrist and 

scholar Jurgen Ruesch identified 40 varieties of disciplinary approaches to the subject, including 

architectural, anthropological, psychological, political, and many other interpretations of the 

apparently simple interaction described by Richards. In total, if such informal communications as 

sexual attraction and play behaviour are included, there exist at least 50 modes of interpersonal 

communication that draw upon dozens of discrete intellectual disciplines and analytic approaches. 

Communication may therefore be analyzed in at least 50 different ways. 

Interest in communication has been stimulated by advances in science and technology, which, by 

their nature, have called attention to humans as communicating creatures. Among the first and most 

dramatic examples of the inventions resulting from technological ingenuity were the telegraph and 

telephone, followed by others like wireless radio and telephoto devices. The development of popular 

newspapers and periodicals, broadcasting, motion pictures, and television led to institutional and 

cultural innovations that permitted efficient and rapid communication between a few individuals and 

large populations; these media have been responsible for the rise and social power of the new 

phenomenon of mass communication. (See also information theory; information 

processing; telecommunication system.) 

Since roughly 1920 the growth and apparent influence of communications technology have attracted 

the attention of many specialists who have attempted to isolate communication as a specific facet of 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/communication
https://www.britannica.com/topic/meaning
https://www.britannica.com/science/psychology
https://www.britannica.com/science/animal-communication
https://www.britannica.com/science/animal-communication
https://www.britannica.com/science/animal-behavior
https://www.britannica.com/topic/language
https://www.britannica.com/topic/speech-language
https://www.britannica.com/topic/writing
https://www.britannica.com/technology/broadcasting
https://www.britannica.com/topic/dictionary
https://www.britannica.com/topic/encyclopaedia
https://www.britannica.com/technology/information-processing
https://www.britannica.com/science/information-theory
https://www.britannica.com/science/information-theory
https://www.britannica.com/topic/library
https://www.britannica.com/topic/printing-publishing
https://www.britannica.com/topic/publishing
https://www.britannica.com/topic/telecommunications-media
https://www.britannica.com/technology/telecommunications-network
https://www.britannica.com/technology/telecommunications-network
https://www.britannica.com/technology/telecommunication
https://www.britannica.com/place/Greece
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/disciplines
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/inherent
https://www.britannica.com/biography/I-A-Richards
https://www.britannica.com/biography/I-A-Richards
https://www.britannica.com/topic/mind
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/environment
https://www.britannica.com/topic/definition
https://www.britannica.com/topic/play-behavior
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/intellectual
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/analytic
https://www.britannica.com/science/science
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/innovations
https://www.britannica.com/topic/mass-communication
https://www.britannica.com/science/information-theory
https://www.britannica.com/technology/information-processing
https://www.britannica.com/technology/information-processing
https://www.britannica.com/technology/telecommunication


their particular interest. Psychologists, in their studies of behaviour and mind, have evolved concepts 

of communication useful to their investigations as well as to certain forms of therapy. Social scientists 

have identified various forms of communication by which myths, styles of living, mores, and 

traditions are passed either from generation to generation or from one segment of society to 

another. Political scientists and economists have recognized that communication of many types lies 

at the heart of the regularities in the social order. Under the impetus of new technology—

particularly high-speed computers—mathematicians and engineers have tried to quantify and 

measure components of communicated information and to develop methods for translating various 

types of messages into quantities or amounts amenable to both their procedures and instruments. 

Numerous and differently phrased questions have been posed by artists, architects, artisans, writers, 

and others concerning the overall influences of various types of communication. Many researchers, 

working within the relevant concerns of their disciplines, have also sought possible theories or laws 

of cause and effect to explain the ways in which human dispositions are affected by certain kinds of 

communication under certain circumstances, and the reasons for the change. 

In the 1960s a Canadian educator, Marshall McLuhan, drew the threads of interest in the field of 

communication into a view that associated many contemporary psychological and sociological 

phenomena with the media employed in modern culture. McLuhan’s often repeated idea, “the 

medium is the message,” stimulated numerous filmmakers, photographers, artists, and others, who 

adopted McLuhan’s view that contemporary society had moved (or was moving) from a “print” 

culture to a “visual” one. The particular forms of greatest interest to McLuhan and his followers were 

those associated with the sophisticated technological instruments for which young people in 

particular display enthusiasm—namely, motion pictures, television, and sound recordings. 

In the late 20th century the main focus of interest in communication drifted away from McLuhanism 

and began to centre on (1) the mass communication industries, the people who run them, and the 

effects they have upon their audiences, (2) persuasive communication and the use of technology to 

influence dispositions, (3) processes of interpersonal communication as mediators of information, 

(4) dynamics of verbal and nonverbal (and perhaps extrasensory) communication between 

individuals, (5) perception of different kinds of communications, (6) uses of communication 

technology for social and artistic purposes, including education in and out of school, and (7) 

development of relevant criticism for artistic endeavours employing modern communications 

technology. 

In short, a communication expert may be oriented to any of a number of disciplines in a field of 

inquiry that has, as yet, neither drawn for itself a conclusive roster of subject matter nor agreed upon 

specific methodologies of analysis. 

Models of communication 

Fragmentation and problems of interdisciplinary outlook have generated a wide range of discussion 

concerning the ways in which communication occurs and the processes it entails. Most speculation 

on these matters admits, in one way or another, that the communication theorist’s task is to answer 

as clearly as possible the question, “Who says what to whom with what effect?” (This query was 

originally posed by the U.S. political scientist Harold D. Lasswell.) Obviously, all the critical elements 

in this question may be interpreted differently by scholars and writers in different disciplines. 

Linear models 

One of the most productive schematic models of a communications system that has been proposed 

as an answer to Lasswell’s question emerged in the late 1940s, largely from the speculations of two 
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American mathematicians, Claude Shannon and Warren Weaver. The simplicity of their model, its 

clarity, and its surface generality proved attractive to many students of communication in a number 

of disciplines, although it is neither the only model of the communication process extant nor is it 

universally accepted. As originally conceived, the model contained five elements—an information 

source, a transmitter, a channel of transmission, a receiver, and a destination—all arranged in linear 

order. Messages (electronic messages, initially) were supposed to travel along this path, to be 

changed into electric energy by the transmitter, and to be reconstituted into intelligible language by 

the receiver. In time, the five elements of the model were renamed so as to specify components for 

other types of communication transmitted in various manners. The information source was split into 

its components (both source and message) to provide a wider range of applicability. The 

six constituents of the revised model are (1) a source, (2) an encoder, (3) a message, (4) a channel, 

(5) a decoder, and (6) a receiver. For some communication systems, the components are as simple to 

specify as, for instance, (1) a person on a landline telephone, (2) the mouthpiece of the telephone, 

(3) the words spoken, (4) the electrical wires along which the words (now electrical impulses) travel, 

(5) the earpiece of another telephone, and (6) the mind of the listener. In other communication 

systems, the components are more difficult to isolate—e.g., the communication of the emotions of a 

fine artist by means of a painting to people who may respond to the message long after the artist’s 

death. 

Begging a multitude of psychological, aesthetic, and sociological questions concerning the exact 

nature of each component, the linear model appeared, from the commonsense perspective, at least, 

to explain in general terms the ways in which certain classes of communication occurred. It did not 

indicate the reason for the inability of certain communications—obvious in daily life—to fit its 

neat paradigm. 

Entropy, negative entropy, and redundancy 

Another concept, first called by Shannon a noise source but later associated with the notion 

of entropy (a principle derived from physics), was imposed upon the communication model. Entropy 

is analogous in most communication to audio or visual static—that is, to outside influences that 

diminish the integrity of the communication and, possibly, distort the message for the 

receiver. Negative entropy may also occur in instances in which incomplete or blurred messages are 

nevertheless received intact, either because of the ability of the receiver to fill in missing details or to 

recognize, despite distortion or a paucity of information, both the intent and content of the 

communication. 

Although rarely shown on diagrammatic models of this version of the communication 

process, redundancy—the repetition of elements within a message that prevents the failure of 

communication of information—is the greatest antidote to entropy. Most written and spoken 

languages, for example, are roughly half-redundant. If 50 percent of the words of this article were 

taken away at random, there would still remain an intelligible—although somewhat peculiar—essay. 

Similarly, if one-half of the words of a radio news commentator are heard, the broadcast can usually 

be understood. Redundancy is apparently involved in most human activities, and, because it helps to 

overcome the various forms of entropy that tend to turn intelligible messages into unintelligible ones 

(including psychological entropy on the part of the receiver), it is an indispensable element for 

effective communication. 

Messages are therefore susceptible to considerable modification and mediation. Entropy distorts, 

while negative entropy and redundancy clarify; as each occurs differentially in the communication 

process, the chances of the message being received and correctly understood vary. Still, the process 
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(and the model of it) remains conceptually static, because it is fundamentally concerned with 

messages sent from point to point and not with their results or possible influences upon sender and 

receiver. 

Feedback 

To correct this flaw, the principle of feedback was added to the model and provided a closer 

approximation of interpersonal human interaction than was known theretofore. This construct 

was derived from the studies of Norbert Wiener, the so-called father of the science of cybernetics. 

Wiener’s cybernetic models, some of which provide the basis for current computer technology, were 

designed to be responsive to their own behaviour; that is, they audited their own performances 

mathematically or electronically in order to avoid errors of entropy, unnecessary redundancy, or 

other simple hazards. 

Certain types of common communications—holiday greeting cards, for instance—usually require 

little feedback. Others, particularly interactions between human beings in conversation, cannot 

function without the ability of the message sender to weigh and calculate the apparent effect of his 

words on his listener. It is largely the aspect of feedback that provides for this model the qualities of 

a process, because each instance of feedback conditions or alters the subsequent messages. 

Dynamic models 

Other models of communication processes have been constructed to meet the needs of students of 

communication whose interests differ from those of quantitatively oriented theorists like Shannon, 

Weaver, and Wiener. While the model described above displays some generality and shows 

simplicity, it lacks some of the predictive, descriptive, and analytic powers found in other 

approaches. A psychologist, Theodore M. Newcomb, for example, has articulated a more fluid system 

of dimensions to represent the individual interacting in his environment. Newcomb’s model and 

others similar to it are not as precisely mathematical (quantitative) as Shannon’s and thus permit 

more flexible accounts of human behaviour and its variable relationships. They do not deny the 

relevance of linear models to Shannon and Weaver’s main concerns—quanta of information and the 

delivery of messages under controlled conditions—but they question their completeness and utility 

in describing cognitive, emotional, and artistic aspects of communication as they occur in 

sociocultural matrices. 

Students concerned mainly with persuasive and artistic communication often centre attention upon 

different kinds, or modes, of communication (i.e., narrative, pictorial, and dramatic) and theorize that 

the messages they contain, including messages of emotional quality and artistic content, are 

communicated in various manners to and from different sorts of people. For them the stability and 

function of the channel or medium are more variable and less mechanistically related to the process 

than they are for followers of Shannon and Weaver and psychologists like Newcomb. (McLuhan, 

indeed, asserts that the channel actually dictates, or severely influences, the message—both as sent 

and received.) Many analysts of communication, linguistic philosophers, and others are concerned 

with the nature of messages, particularly their compatibility with sense and emotion, their style, and 

the intentions behind them. They find both linear and geometric models of process of little interest 

to their concerns, although considerations related to these models, particularly those 

of entropy, redundancy, and feedback, have provided significant and productive concepts for most 

students of communication. 

Applications of formal logic and mathematics 

Despite the numerous types of communication or information theory extant today—and those likely 

to be formulated tomorrow—the most rationally and experimentally consistent approaches to 
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communication theory so far developed follow the constructions of Shannon and others described 

above. Such approaches tend to employ the structural rigours of logic rather than 

the looser syntaxes, grammars, and vocabularies of common languages, with their symbolic, poetic, 

and inferential aspects of meaning. 

Cybernetic theory and computer technology require rigorous but straightforward languages to 

permit translation into nonambiguous, special symbols that can be stored and utilized for statistical 

manipulations. The closed system of formal logic proved ideal for this need. Premises and 

conclusions drawn from syllogisms according to logical rules may be easily tested in a consistent, 

scientific manner, as long as all parties communicating share the rational premises employed by the 

particular system. 

That this logical mode of communication drew its frame of discourse from the logic of the ancient 

Greeks was inevitable. Translated into an Aristotelian manner of discourse, meaningful interactions 

between individuals could be transferred to an equally rational closed system of mathematics: an 

arithmetic for simple transactions, an algebra for solving certain well-delimited puzzles, a calculus to 

simulate changes, rates and flows, and a geometry for purposes of illustration and model 

construction. This progression has proved quite useful for handling those limited classes of 

communications that arise out of certain structured, rational operations, like those in economics, 

inductively oriented sociology, experimental psychology, and other behavioral and social sciences, as 

well as in most of the natural sciences. 

The basic theorem of information theory rests, first, upon the assumption that the 

message transmitted is well organized, consistent, and characterized by relatively low and 

determinable degrees of entropy and redundancy. (Otherwise, the mathematical structure might 

yield only probability statements approaching random scatters, of little use to anyone.) Under these 

circumstances, by devising proper coding procedures for the transmitter, it becomes possible to 

transmit symbols over a channel at an average rate that is nearly the capacity of units per second of 

the channel (symbolized by C) as a function of the units per second from an information source (H)—

but never at rates in excess of capacity divided by units per second (C/H), no matter how expertly the 

symbols are coded. As simple as this notion seems, upon determining the capacity of the channel 

and by cleverly coding the information involved, precise mathematical models of information 

transactions (similar to electronic frequencies of energy transmissions) may be evolved and 

employed for complex analyses within the strictures of formal logic. They must, of course, take into 

account as precisely as possible levels of entropy and redundancy as well as other known variables. 

The internal capacities of the channel studied and the sophistication of the coding procedures that 

handle the information limit the usefulness of the theorem presented above. At present such 

procedures, while they may theoretically offer broad prospects, are restricted by formal encoding 

procedures that depend upon the capacities of the instruments in which they are stored. Although 

such devices can handle quickly the logic of vast amounts of relatively simple information, they 

cannot match the flexibility and complexity of the human brain, still the prime instrument for 

managing the subtleties of most human communication. 

Types of communication 

Nonvocal communication 

Signals, signs, and symbols, three related components of communication processes found in all 

known cultures, have attracted considerable scholarly attention because they do not relate primarily 

to the usual conception of words or language. Each is apparently an increasingly more complex 
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modification of the former, and each was probably developed in the depths of prehistory before, or 

at the start of, early human experiments with vocal language. 

Signals 

A signal may be considered as an interruption in a field of constant energy transfer. An example is the 

dots and dashes that open and close the electromagnetic field of a telegraph circuit. Such 

interruptions do not require the construction of a man-made field; interruptions in nature (e.g., the 

tapping of a pencil in a silent room, or puffs of smoke rising from a mountaintop) may produce the 

same result. The basic function of such signals is to provide the change of a single environmental 

factor in order to attract attention and to transfer meaning. A code system that refers interruptions 

to some form of meaningful language may easily be developed with a crude vocabulary of dots, 

dashes, or other elemental audio and visual articulations. Taken by themselves, the interruptions 

have a potential breadth of meaning that seems extremely small; they may indicate the presence of 

an individual in a room, an impatience, agreement, or disagreement with some aspect of 

the environment, or, in the case of a scream for help, a critical situation demanding attention. Coded 

to refer to spoken or written language, their potential to communicate language is extremely great. 

Signs 

While signs are usually less germane to the development of words than signals, most of them 

contain greater amounts of meaning of and by themselves. Ashley Montagu, an anthropologist, has 

defined a sign as a “concrete denoter” possessing an inherent specific meaning, roughly analogous to 

the sentence “This is it; do something about it!” The most common signs encountered in daily life 

are pictures or drawings, although a human posture like a clenched fist, an outstretched arm, or a 

hand posed in a “stop” gesture may also serve as signs. The main difference between a sign and a 

signal is that a sign (like a policeman’s badge) contains meanings of an intrinsic nature; a signal (like a 

scream for help) is merely a device by which one is able to formulate extrinsic meanings. Their 

difference is illustrated by the observation that many types of animals respond to signals while only a 

few intelligent and trained animals (usually dogs and apes) are competent to respond to even simple 

signs. 

All known cultures utilize signs to convey relatively simple messages swiftly and conveniently. The 

meaning of signs may depend on their form, setting, colour, or location. In the United States, traffic 

signs, uniforms, badges, and barber poles are frequently encountered signs. Taken en masse, any 

society’s lexicon of signs makes up a rich vocabulary of colourful communications. 

Symbols 

Symbols are more difficult than signs to understand and to define, because, unlike signs and signals, 

they are intricately woven into an individual’s ongoing perceptions of the world. They appear to 

contain a dimly understood capacity that (as one of their functions), in fact, defines the very reality 

of that world. The symbol has been defined as any device with which an abstraction can be made. 

Although far from being a precise construction, it leads in a profitable direction. The abstractions of 

the values that people imbue in other people and in things they own and use lie at the heart of 

symbolism. Here is a process, according to the British philosopher Alfred North Whitehead, whereby 

some components of [the mind’s] experience elicit consciousness, beliefs, emotions, and usages 

respecting other components of experience. 

In Whitehead’s opinion, symbols are analogues or metaphors (that may include written and spoken 

language as well as visual objects) standing for some quality of reality that is enhanced in importance 

or value by the process of symbolization itself. 
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Almost every society has evolved a symbol system whereby, at first glance, strange objects and odd 

types of behaviour appear to the outside observer to have irrational meanings and seem to evoke 

odd, unwarranted cognitions and emotions. Upon examination, each symbol system reflects a 

specific cultural logic, and every symbol functions to communicate information between members of 

the culture in much the same way as, but in a more subtle manner than, conventional language. 

Although a symbol may take the form of as discrete an object as a wedding ring or a totem pole, 

symbols tend to appear in clusters and depend upon one another for their accretion of meaning and 

value. They are not a language of and by themselves; rather they are devices by which ideas too 

difficult, dangerous, or inconvenient to articulate in common language are transmitted between 

people who have acculturated in common ways. It does not appear possible to compile discrete 

vocabularies of symbols, because they lack the precision and regularities present in natural language 

that are necessary for explicit definitions. 

Icons 

Rich clusters of related and unrelated symbols are usually regarded as icons. They are actually groups 

of interactive symbols, like the White House in Washington, D.C., a funeral ceremony, or an 

Impressionist painting. Although, in examples such as these, there is a tendency to isolate icons and 

individual symbols for examination, symbolic communication is so closely allied to all forms of human 

activity that it is generally and nonconsciously used and treated by most people as the most 

important aspect of communication in society. With the recognition that spoken and written words 

and numbers themselves constitute symbolic metaphors, their critical roles in the worlds of science, 

mathematics, literature, and art can be understood. In addition, with these symbols, an individual is 

able to define his own identity. 

Gestures 

Professional actors and dancers have known since antiquity that body gestures may also generate 

a vocabulary of communication more or less unique to each culture. Some American scholars have 

tried to develop a vocabulary of body language, called kinesics. The results of their investigations, 

both amusing and potentially practical, may eventually produce a genuine lexicon of American 

gestures similar to one prepared in detail by François Delsarte, a 19th-century French teacher of 

pantomime and gymnastics who described the ingenious and complex language of contemporary 

face and body positions for theatrical purposes. 

Proxemics 

Of more general, cross-cultural significance are the theories involved in the study of proxemics 

developed by an American anthropologist, Edward Hall. Proxemics involves the ways in which people 

in various cultures utilize both time and space as well as body positions and other factors for 

purposes of communication. Hall’s “silent language” of nonverbal communications consists of such 

culturally determined interactions as the physical distance or closeness maintained between 

individuals, the body heat they give off, odours they perceive in social situations, angles of vision 

they maintain while talking, the pace of their behaviour, and the sense of time appropriate for 

communicating under differing conditions. By comparing matters like these in the behaviour of 

different social classes (and in varying relationships), Hall elaborated and codified a number of 

sophisticated general principles that demonstrate how certain kinds of nonverbal communication 

occur. Although Hall’s most impressive arguments are almost entirely empirical and many of them 

are open to question, the study of proxemics does succeed in calling attention to major features of 

communication dynamics rarely considered by linguists and symbologists. Students of words have 

been more interested in objective formal vocabularies than in the more subtle means of discourse 

unknowingly acquired by the members of a culture. 
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Vocal communication 

Significant differences between nonvocal and vocal communication are matters more of degree than 

of kind. Signs, signals, symbols, and possibly icons may, at times, be easily verbalized, although most 

people tend to think of them as visual means of expression. Kinesics and proxemics may also, in 

certain instances, involve vocalizations as accompaniments to nonverbal phenomena or as 

somehow integral to them. Be they grunts, words, or sentences, their function is to help in 

forwarding a communication that is fundamentally nonverbal. 

Although there is no shortage of speculation on the issue, the origins of human speech remain 

obscure at present. It is plausible that man is born with an instinct for speech. A phenomenon 

supporting this belief is the presence of unlearned cries and gurgles of infants operating as crude 

vocal signs directed to others the baby cannot possibly be aware of. Some anthropologists claim that 

within the vocabularies of kinesics and proxemics are the virtual building blocks of spoken language; 

they postulate that primitive humans made various and ingenious inventions (including speech) as a 

result of their need to communicate with others in order to pool their intellectual and physical 

resources. Other observers suggest similar origins of speech, including the vocalization of physical 

activity, imitation of the sounds of nature, and sheer serendipity. Scientific proof of any of these 

speculations is at present impossible. 

Not only is the origin of speech disputed among experts, but the precise reasons for the existence of 

the numerous languages of the world are also far from clear. In the 1920s an American linguistic 

anthropologist, Edward Sapir, and later Benjamin Lee Whorf, centred attention upon the various 

methods of expression found in different cultures. Drawing their evidence primarily from the 

languages of primitive societies, they made some very significant observations concerning spoken 

(and probably written) language. First, human language reflects in subtle ways those matters of 

greatest relevance and importance to the value system of each particular culture. Thus, language 

may be said to reflect culture, or, in other words, people seem to find ways of saying what they need 

to say. A familiar illustration is the many words (or variations of words) that Eskimos use to describe 

whale blubber in its various states—e.g., on the whale, ready to eat, raw, cooked, rancid. Another 

example is the observation that drunk possesses more synonyms than any other term in the English 

language. Apparently, this is the result of a psychological necessity to euphemize a somewhat nasty, 

uncomfortable, or taboo matter, a device also employed for other words that describe seemingly 

important but improper behaviour or facets of culture. 

Adaptability of language 

Other observations involve the discovery that any known language may be employed, without major 

modification, to say almost anything that may be said in any other language. A high degree 

of circumlocution and some nonverbal vocalization may be required to accomplish this end, but, no 

matter how alien the concept to the original language, it may be expressed clearly in the language of 

another culture. Students of linguistic anthropology have been able to describe adequately in English 

the esoteric linguistic propositions of primitive societies, just as it has been possible for 

anthropologists to describe details of Western technology to persons in remote cultures. Understood 

as an artifact of culture, spoken language may therefore be considered as a universal channel of 

communication into which various societies dip differentially in order to expedite and specify the 

numerous points of contact between individuals. 

Language remains, however, a still partially understood phenomenon used to transact several types 

of discourse. Language has been classified on the basis of several criteria. One scheme established 

four categories on the basis of informative, dynamic, emotive, and aesthetic functions. Informative 
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communication deals largely with narrative aspects of meaning; dynamic discourse concerns the 

transaction of dispositions such as opinions and attitudes; the emotive employment of language 

involves the evocation of feeling states in others in order to impel them to action; and aesthetic 

discourse, usually regarded as a poetic quality in speech, conveys stylistic aspects of expression. 

Laughter 

Although most vocal sounds other than words are usually considered prelinguistic language, the 

phenomenon of laughter as a form of communication is in a category by itself, with its closest 

relative being its apparent opposite, crying. Twentieth-century ethnologists, like Konrad Lorenz, 

attempted to associate laughter with group behaviour among animals in instances in which 

aggression is thwarted and laughlike phenomena seem to result among herds. Lorenz’s metaphors, 

while apparently reasonable, cannot be verified inductively. They seem less reasonable to many than 

the more common notions of the Austrian neurologist Sigmund Freud and others that laughter either 

results from or is related to the nonconscious reduction of tensions or inhibitions. Developed as a 

form of self-generated pleasure in the infant and rewarded both physically and psychologically by 

feelings of gratification, laughter provides a highly effective, useful, and contagious means of vocal 

communication. It deals with a wide range of cultural problems, often more effectively than speech, 

in much the same manner that crying, an infantile and probably instinctive reaction to discomfort, 

communicates an unmistakable emotional state to others. 

The reasons for laughter in complex social situations is another question and is answered differently 

by philosophers and psychologists. The English novelist George Meredith proposed a theory, 

resulting from his analysis of 18th-century French court comedies, that laughter serves as an 

enjoyable social corrective. The two best-known modern theories of the social wellsprings of 

laughter are the philosopher Henri Bergson’s hypothesis that laughter is a form of rebellion against 

the mechanization of human behaviour and nature and Freud’s concept of laughter as repressed 

sexual feeling. The writer Arthur Koestler regarded laughter as a means of individual enlightenment, 

revelation, and subsequent freedom from confusion or misunderstanding concerning some part of 

the environment. 

The human vocal instrument as a device of communication represents an apex of physical and 

intellectual evolution. It can express the most basic instinctual demands as well as a range of highly 

intellectual processes, including the possible mastery of numerous complex languages, each with an 

enormous vocabulary. Because of the imitative capacity of the vocal mechanism (including its cortical 

directors), suitably talented individuals can simulate the sounds of nature in song, can communicate 

in simple ways with animals, and can indulge in such tricks as ventriloquism and the mimicry of other 

voices. Recent tape recording techniques have even extended this flexibility into new domains, 

allowing singers to accompany their own voices in different keys to produce effects of duets or 

choruses composed electronically from one person’s voice. 

Mass and public communication 

Prerequisites for mass communication 

The technology of modern mass communication results from the confluence of many types of 

inventions and discoveries, some of which (the printing press, for instance) actually preceded 

the Industrial Revolution. Technological ingenuity of the 19th and 20th centuries developed the 

newer means of mass communication, particularly broadcasting, without which the present near-

global diffusion of printed words, pictures, and sounds would have been impossible. The 

steam printing press, radio, motion pictures, television, and sound recording—as well as systems 
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of mass production and distribution—were necessary before public communication in its present 

form might occur. 

Technology was not, however, the only prerequisite for the development of mass communication in 

the West. A large public of literate citizens was necessary before giant publishing 

and newspaper empires might employ extant communications technology to satisfy widespread 

desires or needs for popular reading materials. Affluence and interest were (and are) prerequisites 

for the maintenance of the radio, television, cinema, and recording industries, institutions that are 

most highly developed in wealthy, industrial nations. Even in countries in which public 

communication is employed largely for government propaganda, certain minimal economic and 

educational standards must be achieved before this persuasion is accepted by the general public. 

Control of mass communication 

Over the years, control of the instruments of mass communication has fallen into the hands of 

relatively small (some claim diminishing) numbers of professional communicators who seem, as 

populations expand and interest widens, to reach ever-increasing numbers of people. In the United 

States, for example, far fewer newspapers currently serve more readers than ever before, and a 

handful of book publishers produce the majority of the best sellers. 

Public communicators are not entirely free to follow their own whims in serving the masses, 

however. As is the case of any market, consumer satisfaction (or the lack of it) limits the nature and 

quantity of the material produced and circulated. Mass communicators are also restricted in some 

measure by laws governing libel, slander, and invasion of privacy and, in most countries, by traditions 

of professionalism that entail obligations of those who maintain access to the public’s eyes and ears. 

In almost every modern nation, privileges to use broadcasting frequencies are circumscribed either 

loosely or rigidly by government regulations. In some countries, national agencies exercise absolute 

control of all broadcasting, and in certain areas print and film media operate under strict government 

control. Written and film communications may be subject to local legal restraints in regard 

to censorship and have restrictions similar to those of other private businesses. Traditions 

of decorum and self-censorship, however, apply variably to publishers and filmmakers, depending 

usually upon the particular markets to which their fare is directed. 

Effects of mass communication 

Lively controversy centres on the effect of public communication upon audiences, not only in matters 

concerning public opinion on political issues but in matters of personal lifestyles and tastes, 

consumer behaviour, the sensibilities and dispositions of children, and possible inducements to 

violence. Feelings regarding these matters vary greatly. Some people construe the overall effects of 

mass communication as generally harmless to both young and old. Many sociologists follow the 

theory that mass communication seems to influence attitudes and behaviour only insofar as it 

confirms the status quo—i.e., it influences values already accepted and operating in the culture. 

Numerous other analysts, usually oriented to psychological or psychiatric disciplines, believe that 

mass communications provide potent sources of informal education and persuasion. Their 

conclusions are drawn largely from observations that many, or most, people in technological 

societies form their personal views of the social realities beyond their immediate experience from 

messages presented to them through public communication. 

To assume that public communication is predominantly reflective of current values, morals, and 

attitudes denies much common experience. Fashions, fads, and small talk are too obviously and 

directly influenced by material in the press, in films, and in television to support this view. The 

success of public communication as an instrument of commercial advertising has also been constant 
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and noticeable. Present evidence indicates that various instruments of mass communication produce 

varying effects upon different segments of the audience. These effects seem too numerous and 

short-lived to be measured effectively with currently available instruments. Much of the enormous 

output on television and radio and in print is probably simply regarded as “play” and of 

little consequence in affecting adult dispositions, although many psychologists believe that the 

nature of children’s play experiences is critical to their maturation. 

The role of newspapers, periodicals, and television in influencing political opinion is fairly well 

established in the voting behaviour of the so-called undecided voters. Numerous studies have shown 

that, while the majority of citizens in the United States cast their votes along party lines and 

according to social, educational, and economic determinants, middle-of-the-road voters often hold 

the balance of power that determines the outcomes of elections. Politicians have become sensitive 

to their television images and have devised much of their campaign strategy with the television 

audience in mind. Advertising agencies familiar with television techniques have been brought into 

the political arena to plan campaigns and develop their clients’ images. The effectiveness of 

television campaigning cannot yet be determined reliably. 

Public communication is a near-ubiquitous condition of modernity. Most reliable surveys show that 

the majority of the people of the world (including those of totalitarian countries) are usually satisfied 

with the kind of mass communication available to them. Lacking alternatives to the communication 

that they easily and conveniently receive, most people seem to accept what they are given without 

complaint. Mass communication is but one facet of life for most individuals, whose main 

preoccupations centre on the home and on daily employment. Public communication is an 

inexpensive addendum to living, usually directed to low common denominators of taste, interest, 

and refinement of perception. Although mass communication places enormous potential power in 

the hands of relatively few people, traditional requirements for popular approval and assent 

generally have prevented its use for overt subversion of culturally sanctioned institutions. Fear of 

such subversion is sometimes expressed by critics. 

The psychology of communication 

Contemporary psychologists have, since World War II, shown considerable interest in the ways in 

which communications occur. Behaviourists have been prone to view communication in terms of 

stimulus-response relationships between sources of communications and individuals or groups that 

receive them. Those who subscribe to Freud’s analysis of group psychology and ego theory tend to 

regard interactions in communication as reverberations of family group dynamics experienced early 

in life. 

By the mid-1950s, psychological interest settled largely on the persuasive aspects of various types of 

messages. Psychologists have attempted to discover whether a general factor of personality called 

“persuasibility” might be identified in people at large. It would appear, though with qualifications, 

that individuals are indeed variably persuasible and that, at times, factors of personality are related 

to this quality. 

Other psychologists have studied the recipients of communication, evolving concepts of 

“selective perception,” “selective attention,” and “selective retention” in order to explain not only the 

ways in which communication changed attitudes but also the reasons for resistance to change. 

Among their interests were the dynamics of the communication of rumours, the effects of “scare 

messages,” the degree of credulity that sources of prestige value provide, and the pressure of 

group consensus upon individual perceptions of communications. 
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Some of the suggestions that emerged from the work of certain modern psychologists may be 

subsumed under a theory of what is called “cognitive dissonance,” which is based upon the 

observation that most people cannot tolerate more than a specific degree of inconsistency in 

the environments they perceive. An example of cognitive dissonance may involve a person who 

considers himself a superb bowler but who on one occasion earns an extremely low score. The 

dissonant or inconsistent elements include the bowler’s knowledge of his skill and the fact of his 

poor score. This produces tension. To reduce this tension—dissonance—the bowler may change his 

behaviour or misinterpret or reinterpret the dissonant elements in order to lessen the difference 

between the facts. For example, he may blame his performance on the bowling ball, the alley, or the 

temperature of the room. Thus he seeks a psychological equilibrium. 

This modification of an individual’s perception of reality is of fundamental interest to the 

psychologist of communications. Because the agreement or disagreement of a communication with 

an individual’s cognitive structure affects not only behaviour but perception as well, the 

major criterion for the psychological analysis of communication is neither the message nor the 

medium but the expectation of the person receiving the message. 

It must not be assumed that any of the theories of audience psychology offered to date (including 

those of Gestaltists, Freudians, behaviourists, and others) lack relevance to an understanding of 

communication processes. None, however, seems to account fully for all the effects of 

communications upon people. The many facets of communication offer substantial problems for 

future psychological experimentation and theorizing. 
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Computer Security 
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Last Updated: Feb 14, 2025  

Also known as: cyber security, cybersecurity 

Computer Security 

, the protection of computer systems and information from harm, theft, and unauthorized use. 

Computer hardware is typically protected by the same means used to protect other valuable or 

sensitive equipment—namely, serial numbers, doors and locks, and alarms. The protection of 

information and system access, on the other hand, is achieved through other tactics, some of them 

quite complex. 

The security precautions related to computer information and access address four major threats: (1) 

theft of data, such as that of military secrets from government computers; (2) vandalism, including 

the destruction of data by a computer virus; (3) fraud, such as employees at a bank channeling funds 

into their own accounts; and (4) invasion of privacy, such as the illegal accessing of protected 

personal financial or medical data from a large database. The most basic means of protecting a 

computer system against theft, vandalism, invasion of privacy, and other irresponsible behaviours is 

to electronically track and record the access to, and activities of, the various users of a computer 

system. This is commonly done by assigning an individual password to each person who has access to 

a system. The computer system itself can then automatically track the use of these passwords, 

recording such data as which files were accessed under particular passwords and so on. Another 

security measure is to store a system’s data on a separate device or medium that is normally 

inaccessible through the computer system. Finally, data is often encrypted so that it can be 

deciphered only by holders of a singular encryption key. (See data encryption.) 

Computer security has become increasingly important since the late 1960s, when modems (devices 

that allow computers to communicate over telephone lines) were introduced. The proliferation of 

personal computers in the 1980s compounded the problem because they 

enabled hackers (irresponsible computerphiles) to illegally access major computer systems from the 

privacy of their homes. With the tremendous growth of the Internet in the late 20th and early 21st 

centuries, computer security became a widespread concern. The development of advanced security 

techniques aims to diminish such threats, though concurrent refinements in the methods 

of computer crime pose ongoing hazards. 

The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica 

This article was most recently revised and updated by Erik Gregersen. 
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Texting 

Also known as: text messaging 
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Also called:  text messaging 

Texting 

The act of sending short messages with cell phones, usually using the Short Messaging Service (SMS). 

SMS was developed in the United Kingdom in the late 1980s, and the first text message was sent on 

December 3, 1992. An SMS commercial service was launched in the United Kingdom in 1995. Text 

messaging did not take off, however, until it became possible to send messages between the four 

main British cell phone networks in 1998. 

 

Learn about the neuroscience behind text messagingA neuroscientist explains what's happening in a 

person's brain when they're texting.(more) 

See all videos for this article 

Because typing text into a telephone keypad was cumbersome and the number of characters in a 

text message was limited, a form of shorthand evolved, especially among young people. This 

included such shortcuts as UR for “your” or “you’re” and BRB for “be right back.” 

In addition to basic communication and entertainment, other uses for text messaging were 

developed, including the announcement by activists of demonstrations on the streets of China, 

Ukraine, and Kuwait and clandestine flirting in societies in which informal contact with the opposite 

sex was frowned upon. In South Africa counselors were sending information on patients’ use of 

antiretroviral drugs to combat HIV/AIDS through text messages to researchers at Cape Town 

University. Through text messages Indian politicians were being summoned by staff members to vote 

on new laws or make up a quorum in parliament. A new computer system was being rolled out in the 

https://www.britannica.com/technology/text-messaging
https://www.britannica.com/technology/cell-phone
https://www.britannica.com/video/neuroscientist-texting-brain/-219152
https://www.britannica.com/video/neuroscientist-texting-brain/-219152
https://www.britannica.com/technology/text-messaging/images-videos
https://www.britannica.com/technology/telephone
https://www.britannica.com/topic/communication
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/clandestine
https://www.britannica.com/place/South-Africa
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/counselors
https://www.britannica.com/science/AIDS
https://www.britannica.com/technology/computer
https://www.britannica.com/video/neuroscientist-texting-brain/-219152


United Kingdom that would enable text reminders of criminal court sessions to be sent to witnesses. 

In May 2005 America’s Missing: Broadcast Emergency Response (AMBER) Alert warnings of child 

abductions in the United States began to be sent by text to those who chose to receive them, and, as 

of 2018, 924 children had been recovered. 

The number of messages sent in the United Kingdom grew from 1 billion in 1999 to some 30 billion 

in 2005. In the United States text messaging emerged later but expanded rapidly. From 30 million 

messages sent in the United States in June 2001, the monthly traffic grew to about 7.3 billion in 2005 

and 14 billion in 2008. SMS messaging reached its peak in the United States with 2.3 trillion 

messages in 2011 and in the United Kingdom the next year with 162 billion messages. In 2012 the 

number of SMS messages sent worldwide peaked at just under 7.8 trillion and has declined since 

then because of the rise of texting apps like Facebook Messenger, WeChat, and WhatsApp. The 

major wireless companies report that users now do more texting than talking on their cell phones. 

Alan Stewart 

The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica 
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In this article 

• How to sign up and activate your Zoom account 

o Join an existing account 

o Create your own account 

• How to sign in to your Zoom account on the web 

• How to update your profile 

• How to schedule your first meeting 

• How to download the Zoom client 

• How to start a test meeting 

• How to start your first meeting as the host 

• How to invite others to join your meeting 

• How to join another user's meeting 

This quick start guide walks you through getting started with your new Zoom account, including 

essential steps like scheduling your first meeting, downloading the Zoom client, and updating your 

Zoom profile. Whether you just signed up for your own Zoom account or you have been invited to an 

existing account, read this quick start guide for a summary of your next steps and click the embedded 

links to learn more. 

How to sign up and activate your Zoom account 

Join an existing account 

If you are being invited to an existing account, you will receive an email from Zoom (no-

reply@zoom.us). Once you receive this email, click Accept the Request. 

Accepting the invite to the other account will transfer your profile details (name, profile picture, time 

zone, etc), scheduled meetings and webinars, cloud recordings, IM history, contacts, and settings, but 

will not transfer any reports. It is advised that you access and download any reports you may need 

before accepting the invite. You have 30 days to accept the invite before it expires.  

Create your own account 

To sign up for your own free account, visit the Zoom sign-up page and enter your email address. You 

will receive an email from Zoom (no-reply@zoom.us). In this email, click Activate Account.  
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How to sign in to your Zoom account on the web 

You can sign in to your Zoom account on the web at any time, at zoom.us/signin. Once you're logged 

in, use the panel on the left side to navigate the Zoom web portal. You can update your profile, 

schedule a meeting, edit your settings, and more.  

How to update your profile 

You can update your profile by adding a profile picture, set your time zone, update your password 

and more. To access your Zoom profile, sign in to the Zoom web portal and click Profile.  

 

How to schedule your first meeting 

There are many ways to schedule a meeting, including the Zoom web portal, through the Zoom 

client, or with one of our extensions or plugins. Here are some basic instructions for scheduling your 

first meeting.  

1. Sign in to your Zoom web portal. 

https://zoom.us/signin
https://support.zoom.com/hc/en/article?id=zm_kb&sysparm_article=KB0060639
https://support.zoom.com/hc/en/article?id=zm_kb&sysparm_article=KB0060700
https://support.zoom.com/hc/en/category?id=kb_category&kb_category=0e7972da8720391089a37408dabb356f


2. Click Meetings. 

3. Click Schedule a Meeting. 

4. Choose the date and time for your meeting. 

5. (Optional) Select any other settings you would like to use. 

6. Click Save. 

How to download the Zoom client 

You can download the Zoom Desktop Client for macOS, Windows, Linux, and ChromeOS, as well as 

the Zoom Mobile App for iOS and Android, from our Downloads page.  

How to start a test meeting 

You can join a test Zoom meeting to familiarize yourself with the Zoom and test your 

microphone/speakers before joining a Zoom meeting. Visit zoom.us/test and click Join.  

How to start your first meeting as the host 

As the meeting host, there are several ways you can start your meeting. Your upcoming meetings will 

be listed in the Meetings tab of your Zoom desktop client or mobile app. You can click Start by the 

meeting name. You can also start your meetings from the Zoom web portal.  

1. Sign in to your Zoom web portal. 

2. Click Meetings. 

3. Under Upcoming, click Start next to the meeting you want to start. 

4. The Zoom client should launch automatically to start the meeting. 

How to invite others to join your meeting 

Inviting others to join your meeting is as simple as sharing the invitation or join link. You can do this 

after scheduling your meeting by clicking Copy the Invitation. 
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How to join another user's meeting 

There are many ways to join a meeting, but the easiest way is to click the join link that the meeting 

host provided. You can also click Join in your Zoom client and enter the meeting ID. You may also be 

prompted for a meeting passcode, so keep the meeting invite information available.  

 

 

Getting started with Zoom Team Chat 

In this article 

• Requirements 

• Understanding 1:1 chats, group chats, and channels 

o One-on-one chats 

o Group chats 

o Chat channels 

Zoom Team Chat allows free and paid users to streamline communications between team members 

and external Zoom users. With Zoom Team Chat, you can: 

• Send messages quickly to contacts, groups, or entire channels. Quickly find contacts, 

messages, and files, keeping knowledge and information at your fingertips. 

• Organize what’s most important by using starred chats, folders, and customized notifications 

to help you filter out the noise. 

• Send chat, audio, and video messages, as well as share files, emojis, screenshots, and more. 

 

Sometimes finding the right words can be challenging. 

Compose with AI Companion for Team Chat helps you write messages by using context from your 

conversation to suggest replies.  

Requirements for using Zoom Team Chat 

• Zoom desktop client for Windows, macOS, or Linux: Global minimum version or higher 

• Zoom mobile app for Android or iOS: Global minimum version or higher 

• Zoom Web App 
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• Allow users to chat with others enabled for your account 

Note: This setting, which controls Zoom Team Chat, is enabled by default, but admins 

can disable it for the account or certain groups of users. 

Understanding 1:1 chats, group chats, and channels 

You can send chat messages to 3 different recipient groups: a single contact directly, a group of 

contacts, or an established chat channel with multiple contacts. 

One-on-one chats 

1:1 chats with other Zoom contacts are the quickest and easiest way to message someone outside of 

a Zoom Meeting. These conversations will remain available and searchable, even if the other contact 

is deactivated or deleted. 

Group chats 

Group chats are similar to 1:1 chats, but with multiple contacts involved in the conversation. If you 

add a contact to a 1:1 chat, a separate group chat will be created, so that the private 1:1 

conversation is preserved and kept private to those involved. Group chats are great for quick team 

discussions about short-term issues or decisions. Additional members can be added by current 

members, but the discussion cannot be searched for and joined by outside users. Since group chats 

do not require a dedicated name, as a chat channel would, these are searchable by the names of 

members involved. 

Chat channels 

Chat channels are best suited for long-term projects or teams, as they are created with a name, a 

channel admin, and can be private or public. 

• Private channels cannot be searched for and found by users not already a member of the 

channel, and current members must add additional members to give them access. 

• Public channels are searchable and joinable by all members of an account, and do not need 

any special invitation to join. 

Channels are also great for announcements.You can designate specific members to have the ability to 

post, while everyone else can only view and react to messages. 

• Windows | macOS | Linux 

• Zoom Web App 

• Android | iOS 

On Windows\MasOS\Linux 

How to start a new 1:1 or group chat 

To begin messaging with one or more Zoom users: 

1. Sign in to the Zoom desktop app. 

2. Click the Team Chat tab  . 
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3. At the top of the chat panel, click the new chat icon . 

4. Enter the name or email address of the Zoom contact you wish to chat with. 

Add additional names or email addresses as needed. 

5. Enter your message, then press the Enter key or click the send icon  in the lower-right 

corner of the chat compose box. 

How to join a public channel 

1. Sign in to the Zoom desktop app. 

2. Click the Team Chat tab . 

3. At the top of the chat panel, click the down arrow icon  next to Chat. 

4. Click Join a Channel. 

5. Use the search bar to find a channel. 

6. (Optional) While hovering the cursor over the channel details, click Preview to see the 

channel description, members, and recent messages. 

7. While hovering the cursor over the channel details, click Join. 

You will join the channel and can begin messaging those members. 

Learn more about joining, creating, and using channels. 

How to view your recent history of chats, groups, and channels 

When messaging between multiple contacts, chat groups, and channels, it can be difficult to quickly 

find and return to a previous chat. You can view the 10 previous chat contacts, groups, and channels 

that you accessed, and jump back to those with a click. 

1. Sign in to the Zoom desktop app. 

2. Click the Team Chat tab . 

3. Next to the Search bar, click the chat history icon . 

The 10 previous chat contacts, groups, and channels you've viewed will be listed. 

4. Click on a listing to return to that chat. 

How to add an external contact 

If you’re part of an organization that uses Zoom, everyone in your organization is typically included in 

your contacts directory automatically, allowing you to begin chatting with anyone in your contacts 

directory. If you need to chat with someone outside of your organization, you will need to manually 

add them as a Zoom contact. 

Follow these steps to add external Zoom users to your contacts. You can do this even if the other 

contact does not yet have a Zoom account. 

1. Sign in to the Zoom desktop app. 

https://support.zoom.com/hc/en/article?id=zm_kb&sysparm_article=KB0063548


2. Click the Contacts tab . 

3. Click the add icon . 

4. Click Invite a Zoom Contact. 

5. Enter one email address at a time. 

6. Click Invite. 

• If the person has a Zoom account, they’ll receive a contact request within Zoom 

Team Chat. After they accept the request, you can start chatting with them. 

• If the person doesn’t have a Zoom account, they’ll receive an invite email to create a 

Zoom account so they can connect with you. Once they sign up for Zoom, they 

should click on the link in the email again to confirm the connection.  

Learn more about managing your contacts. 

How to adjust notifications for chats 

You can adjust chat notifications for all chat and channels at once, as well as at the individual chat 

level. This allows you to prioritize chats and channels that need your immediate attention when 

there is an update, while setting defaults for new channels you are added to. 

Adjust default notification settings for all chats 

You can customize how you’re notified of unread messages and whether you receive push 

notifications for new messages. Follow these steps for basic settings to get you started: 

1. Sign in to the Zoom desktop app. 

2. Click your profile picture in the top-right corner, then click Settings . 

3. Click the Team Chat tab . 

4. Adjust the following settings to manage your notifications: 

• Unread Messages 

• Keep all unread messages on top in chat and channel lists: Keep chats with 

unread messages to the top of your chats list. Select this option if you want 

to bring more attention to chats with unread messages. This setting only 

applies to chats under the Recents section. 

• Show unread message badge for channels: Display an icon with the number 

of unread messages beside each chat. If this is not selected, you will see a 

red dot to indicate unread messages. 

• Move messages with new replies to the bottom of the chat: Messages that 

have received additional replies since you last checked are moved to the 

bottom of the chat. 

• When viewing unread messages in a channel: 
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• Start at the first unread: Choose this option if you want to go 

directly to the first unread message in the channel. 

• Start at the latest: Choose this option if you want to go to the most 

recent unread message in the channel.  

  

• Push Notifications: Select when you want to receive push notifications. Push 

notifications are displayed using your device’s push notification system. 

• All messages 

• Only private messages or mentions: Show notifications for private 1:1 chats 

and any time someone mentions your name in a group chat or channel using 

the @ symbol. 

• Nothing: By default, no Zoom Team Chat messages will be displayed through 

push notifications. 

Note: You can also set exceptions for specific channels or keywords.  

Learn more about other available chat notification settings. 

Adjust notification settings for specific group chats and channels 

You can also change notification settings for specific group chats and channels. Follow these steps to 

get you started: 

1. Sign in to the Zoom desktop app. 

2. Click the Team Chat tab . 

3. Hover your cursor on the chat channel or group chat and click the down arrow icon . 

4. Hover over the Notifications section and change these settings: 

• Unread Message Count: 

• Show unread message count ( ): Display an icon with the number of 

unread messages beside each chat. If this is not selected, you will see a red 

dot to indicate unread messages. 

  

• Push Notifications: Select when you want to receive push notifications. Push 

notifications are displayed using your device’s push notification system. 

• All messages 

• Mention me or all members: Show notifications any time someone 

mentions your name or tags everyone in the group chat or channel using the 

@ symbol. 

• Nothing 

Note: Adjusting the notification setting for an individual chat channel or 

https://support.zoom.com/hc/en/article?id=zm_kb&sysparm_article=KB0064557
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group chat will create an exception to the default notification settings for 

Zoom Team Chat.  

How to search for contacts, group chats, channels, or specific messages 

You can enter keywords to search all chats or a specific chat group or channel. When searching, up to 

10 of your most recent searches will be shown for quick access to resume an earlier search. 

1. Sign in to the Zoom desktop app. 

2. Click the Team Chat tab . 

3. In the top-left corner, click the search bar. Alternatively, use the keyboard 

shortcut Command(⌘)+F (macOS) or Ctrl + F (Windows and Linux) to quickly jump to the 

search box.  

Up to 10 of your most recent searches will be shown. 

4. (Optional) Click on one of your previous searches to perform that search again. 

5. Enter keywords to search for. 

By default, Zoom will search in all chats, channels, messages, and contacts, but other filters 

are available to narrow your search.  

Learn more about searching for contacts, group chats, channels, and messages.  

How to send files, video or voice messages, screenshots, emoji, animated GIFs, or code snippets 

In addition to regular chats, you can use the chat compose box to send additional types of messages 

or files to enhance your Zoom Team Chat experience. Some options listed below may not be 

available, depending on your personal settings in the desktop app or any admin settings at the 

account or group level. 

1. Sign in to the Zoom desktop app. 

2. Click the Team Chat tab . 

3. Select a chat. 

4. In the chat compose box, click one of the following options: 

• Screenshot   : Minimize the Zoom window and capture a portion of your screen 

by clicking and dragging the capture box. Once you take the screenshot, you can add 

arrows, shapes, and text to the image. 

Note: Click the down arrow icon  next to Screenshot to choose if you want to 

hide the Zoom Team Chat window in the screenshot. 

• File : Display options to attach a file to the message. Click Your Computer or any 

3rd-party file services to send a file on Zoom Team Chat. 

Note: If sending a video file, recipients will be able play the video directly in the chat 

window. 

• Voice Message : Start recording an audio message to attach to your message. 
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• Video Message : Start recording a video message to attach to your message. 

• Emoji : Display a list of emojis. Click an emoji to add it to your message. 

• Click GIF to add an animated GIF to your message. 

• Click the heart icon  to view your favorite GIFs.  

How to invite chat members to a meeting 

You can easily start a meeting from any chat conversation, which will automatically invite all 

members in a group chat or channel to a meeting. 

1. Sign in to the Zoom desktop app. 

2. Click the Team Chat tab . 

3. Select a chat. 

4. In the top-left corner of the chat window, click the video icon . 

5. (Optional) Click the down arrow icon  next to the video icon to decide if you want to 

meet with video or not. This is simply the default for the meeting and participants can 

enable their videos after joining. 

6. Click Yes to confirm inviting all members of the chat group or channel to a meeting. 

On the Zoom Web App 

How to start a new 1:1 or group chat 

To begin messaging with one or more Zoom users: 

1. Sign in to the Zoom Web App. 

2. Click the Team Chat tab . 

3. At the top of the chat panel, click the new chat icon . 

4. Enter the name or email address of the Zoom contact you wish to chat with. 

Add additional names or email addresses as needed. 

5. Enter your message, then press the Enter key or click the send icon  in the lower-right 

corner of the chat compose box. 

How to join a public channel 

1. Sign in to the Zoom Web App. 

2. Click the Team Chat tab . 

3. At the top of the chat panel, click the down arrow icon  next to Chat, and click Join a 

Channel. 

4. Use the search bar to find a channel. 

https://support.zoom.com/hc/en/article?id=zm_kb&sysparm_article=KB0060859
https://support.zoom.com/hc/en/article?id=zm_kb&sysparm_article=KB0064943


5. (Optional) While hovering the cursor over the channel details, click Preview to see the 

channel description, members, and recent messages. 

6. While hovering the cursor over the channel details, click Join. 

You will join the channel and can begin messaging those members. 

Learn more about joining, creating, and using channels. 

How to search for group chats, channels, or specific messages 

You can enter keywords to search all chats or a specific chat group or channel. When searching, up to 

10 of your most recent searches will be shown for quick access to resume an earlier search. 

1. Sign in to the Zoom Web App. 

2. Click the Team Chat tab . 

3. In the top-left corner, click the search bar. 

Up to 10 of your most recent searches will be shown. 

4. (Optional) Click on one of your previous searches to perform that search again. 

5. Enter keywords to search for. 

By default, Zoom will search in all chats, channels, messages, and contacts, but other filters 

are available to narrow your search.  

Learn more about searching for contacts, group chats, channels, and messages.  

How to send files, video or voice messages, screenshots, emoji, animated GIFs, or code snippets 

In addition to regular chats, you can use the chat compose box to send additional types of messages 

or files to enhance your Zoom Team Chat experience. Some options listed below may not be 

available, depending on your personal settings in the desktop app or any admin settings at the 

account or group level. 

1. Sign in to the Zoom Web App. 

2. Click the Team Chat tab . 

3. Select a chat. 

4. In the chat compose box, click one of the following options: 

• Screenshot  : Capture a screenshot of your entire screen, or specific tab or 

window open in your browser. 

• File  : Display the system file browser to select a file to upload. 

• Emoji  : Display a list of emojis. Click an emoji to add it to your message. 

Click GIF to search for and add an animated GIF to your message.  

How to invite chat members to a meeting 

You can easily start a meeting from any chat conversation, which will automatically invite all 

members in a group chat or channel to a meeting. 
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1. Sign in to the Zoom Web App. 

2. Click the Team Chat tab . 

3. Select a chat. 

4. In the top-left corner of the chat window, click the video icon . 

5. (Optional) Click the down arrow icon  next to the video icon to decide if you want to 

meet with video or not. This is simply the default for the meeting and participants can 

enable their videos after joining. 

6. Click Yes to confirm inviting all members of the chat group or channel to a meeting. 

On Android\iOS 

How to start a new 1:1 or group chat 

To begin messaging with one or more Zoom users: 

1. Sign in to the Zoom mobile app. 

2. Tap the Team Chat tab . 

3. At the top of the chat panel, click the new chat icon . 

4. Enter the name or email address of the Zoom contact you wish to chat with. 

Add additional names or email addresses as needed. 

5. Enter your message.  

6. In the lower-right corner of the chat compose box, tap the send icon . 

How to join a public channel 

1. Sign in to the Zoom mobile app. 

2. Tap the Contacts tab . 

3. At the top of the chat panel, tap the plus icon , and tap Join a Channel. 

4. Use the search bar to find a channel. 

5. Tap a channel to view more information about the channel. 

6. Tap Join Chanel. 

You will join the channel and can begin messaging those members. 

Learn more about joining, creating, and using channels. 

How to add an external contact 

If you’re part of an organization that uses Zoom, everyone in your organization is typically included in 

your contacts directory automatically, allowing you to begin chatting with anyone in your contacts 

directory. If you need to chat with someone outside of your organization, you will need to manually 

add them as a Zoom contact. 

https://support.zoom.com/hc/en/article?id=zm_kb&sysparm_article=KB0063548


Follow these steps to add external Zoom users to your contacts. You can do this even if the other 

contact does not yet have a Zoom account. 

1. Sign in to the mobile app. 

2. Click the Contacts tab . 

3. Click the add icon . 

4. Click Invite a Zoom Contact. 

5. Enter one email address at a time. 

6. Click Invite. 

• If the person has a Zoom account, they’ll receive a contact request within Zoom 

Team Chat. After they accept the request, you can start chatting with them. 

• If the person doesn’t have a Zoom account, they’ll receive an invite email to create a 

Zoom account so they can connect with you. Once they sign up for Zoom, they 

should click on the link in the email again to confirm the connection.  

Learn more about managing your contacts. 

How to adjust notifications for chats 

You can adjust chat notifications for all chat and channels at once, as well as at the individual chat 

level. This allows you to prioritize chats and channels that need your immediate attention when 

there is an update, while setting defaults for new channels you are added to. 

Adjust default notification settings for all chats 

You can customize how you’re notified of unread messages and whether you receive push 

notifications for new messages. Follow these steps for basic settings to get you started: 

1. Sign in to the Zoom mobile app. 

2. Tap the More tab . 

3. Click the Team Chat tab . 

4. Adjust the following settings to manage your notifications: 

• Unread Messages 

• Keep all unread messages on top in chat and channel lists: Keep chats with 

unread messages to the top of your chats list. Select this option if you want 

to bring more attention to chats with unread messages. This setting only 

applies to chats under the Recents section. 

• Show unread message badge for channels: Display an icon with the number 

of unread messages beside each chat. If this is not selected, you will see a 

red dot to indicate unread messages. 
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• Move messages with new replies to the bottom of the chat: Messages that 

have received additional replies since you last checked are moved to the 

bottom of the chat. 

• Receive notifications for: Select when you want to receive push 

notifications. Push notifications are displayed using your device’s push 

notification system. 

• All messages 

• Only private messages or mentions: Show notifications for private 

1:1 chats and any time someone mentions your name in a group 

chat or channel using the @ symbol. 

• Nothing: By default, no Zoom Team Chat messages will be displayed 

through push notifications. 

Note: You can also set exceptions for specific channels or keywords. 

• When viewing unread messages in a channel: 

• Start at the first unread: Choose this option if you want to go directly to the 

first unread message in the channel. 

• Start at the latest: Choose this option if you want to go to the most recent 

unread message in the channel.  

Learn more about other available chat notification settings. 

Adjust notification settings for specific group chats and channels 

You can also change notification settings for specific group chats and channels. Follow these steps to 

get you started: 

1. Sign in to the Zoom mobile app. 

2. Tap the Team Chat tab . 

3. Tap the chat channel or group chat. 

4. In the top-right corner, tap the information icon . 

5. Adjust the following settings: 

• Show unread message count ( ): Display an icon with the number of unread 

messages beside each chat. If this is not selected, you will see a red dot to indicate 

unread messages. 

• Notifications: Select when you want to receive push notifications. Push notifications 

are displayed using your device’s push notification system. 

• All messages 

• Mention me or all members: Show notifications any time someone 

mentions your name or tags everyone in the group chat or channel using the 

@ symbol. 
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• Nothing 

Note: Adjusting the notification setting for an individual chat channel or 

group chat will create an exception to the default notification settings for 

Zoom Team Chat.  

How to search for group chats, channels, or specific messages 

You can enter keywords to search all chats or a specific chat group or channel. When searching, up to 

10 of your most recent searches will be shown for quick access to resume an earlier search. 

1. Sign in to the Zoom mobile app. 

2. Tap the Team Chat tab . 

3. Tap the search bar. 

4. (Optional) Tap on one of your previous searches to perform that search again. 

5. Enter keywords to search for. 

By default, Zoom will search in all chats, channels, messages, and contacts, but other filters 

are available to narrow your search.  

Learn more about searching for contacts, group chats, channels, and messages.  

How to send files, video or voice messages, screenshots, emoji, animated GIFs, or code snippets 

In addition to regular chats, you can use the chat compose box to send additional types of messages 

or files to enhance your Zoom Team Chat experience. Some options listed below may not be 

available, depending on your personal settings in the desktop app or any admin settings at the 

account or group level. 

1. Sign in to the Zoom mobile app. 

2. Tap the Team Chat tab . 

3. Select a chat, group chat, or channel. 

4. To the right of the chat compose box, tap the mic icon  to start recording an audio 

message. 

5. In the chat compose box, tap the smiley icon . 

• Tap GIF to add an animated GIF to your message. 

• Tap the heart icon  to view your favorite GIFs. 

  

6. To the left of the chat compose box, tap the plus icon  and choose from the following 

options: 
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• Send a File : Display options to attach a file to the message. Click Your 

Computer or any 3rd-party file services to send a file on Zoom Team Chat. 

Note: If sending a video file, recipients will be able play the video directly in the chat 

window. 

• Video Message : Start recording a video message to attach to your message. 

  

How to invite chat members to a meeting 

You can easily start a meeting from any chat conversation, which will automatically invite all 

members in a group chat or channel to a meeting. 

1. Sign in to the Zoom mobile app. 

2. Tap the Team Chat tab . 

3. Select a chat, group chat, or chat channel. 

4. To the left of the chat compose box, tap the plus icon . 

5. Tap Video Meet . 

6. Click Yes to confirm inviting all members of the chat group or channel to a meeting. 
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