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About this document

These materials are part of the Multimedia Training Kit (MMTK). The MMTK provides an integrated set of multimedia training materials and resources to support community media, community multimedia centres, telecentres, and other initiatives using information and communications technologies (ICTs) to empower communities and support development work.
Copyright information

This unit is made available under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike License. To find out how you may use these materials please read the copyright statement included with this unit or see

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/1.0/legalcode  
What is a mailing list?


When you send a "regular" e-mail message, you address it to an individual. If you need to send it to more than one person, you might "cc" it to a few more recipients, or create a distribution list in your e-mail programme. 

What happens if a group of people wishes to communicate regularly, without each participant having to type in the names of everyone else in the group each time they want to send a message? What if you want to send a newsletter out electronically to a thousand people without having to type in each subscriber's name every time, and without adding each new subscriber's details manually?

Electronic mailing lists use software which automatically distributes each e-mail message sent to the list's address to everyone who has "subscribed" to the list. For example, the Centre for Gender Studies at the University of KwaZulu-Natal hosts a discussion list on gender-related topics in southern Africa. If a list member wants to inform colleagues in other organizations about a conference, or request information, she can send a single message addressed to 

gennet@lists.ukzn.ac.za 

which will reach hundreds of list members in southern Africa and elsewhere.

"Subscription" to a listserver does not imply any payment – it simply refers to the process of adding your e-mail address to the automatic distribution list. Common mailing list programmes are Listserv, Majordomo and Mailman.

Electronic mailing lists allow groups with common interests to share information easily and cost-effectively. Currently there are tens of thousands of lists in existence, covering virtually every topic under the sun, and one of the many ways in which the Internet has expanded possibilities for researchers is in providing them with ready access to electronic conferences and discussions.

Types of mailing lists

Mailing lists can be divided into a number of categories, depending on whether they are used for discussion or for the one-way dissemination of information, and whether they are open to the public or only to particular groups, such as members of a professional organization.

Alerting services

Some mailing lists are used only to disseminate information; these include electronic newsletters and lists used to inform users of particular web sites about changes or additions to those sites. Examples of this type of list are:

· The Scout Report
A "weekly publication offering a selection of new and newly discovered Internet resources of interest to researchers and educators." 

For more information visit the Scout Report web site: http://scout.cs.wisc.edu/ 

· SARA (Scholarly Articles Research Alerting)
A service of the Taylor and Francis group, the SARA e-mail alerting service distributes tables of contents for Carfax, Martin Dunitz, Psychology Press, Routledge, Spon Press and Taylor & Francis journals: http://www.tandf.co.uk/sara/ 

· womensnet_news
A weekly mailing list informing subscribers of additions to the South African Women'sNet Web site: http://www.womensnet.org.za/about/wn_news.htm 

Discussion lists

Discussion lists are used for networking and communication between people with shared interests. Mailing lists can be open or closed, moderated or unmoderated.

Open and closed lists

· Open lists are open to anyone interested in a particular topic. The range of open discussion lists cover just about every topic under the sun.

· Closed lists are open only to members of particular groups. Examples of closed lists include those used by classes to discuss assignments, online tutorial groups, working groups and lists used by members of particular organizations.

Moderated and unmoderated lists

· In an unmoderated list, messages sent to the list are automatically distributed to each list member or subscriber.

· In a moderated list, messages are first forwarded to the list "moderator" who will approve – or reject – it for distribution to all list members. The levels of moderation vary from list to list. Some list moderators approve just about all messages other than inappropriately directed administrative requests, such as requests to unsubscribe. Others may moderate with a heavier hand, keeping the list tightly focussed and rejecting "off-topic" postings. Much will depend on the character of the particular list, and on the number of subscribers. For example, it may be unnecessary to moderate a list with twenty members, but essential to moderate one with two thousand.

Mailing list commands

Mailing lists administration typically takes place via e-mail, although an increasing number of lists allow one to subscribe, unsubscribe and perform other administrative tasks via the web.

Two types of address

Mailing list software handles two types of task: it deals with administrative requests, such as subscribing and unsubscribing, and it forwards messages sent to the list to all subscribers. In order to handle these two types of activity efficiently, each mailing list has two types of address: the list name address and the command processor or administrative address. Understanding the difference between the two is essential:

· Administrative requests such as "subscribe" and "unsubscribe" are sent to the command processor address. An example of a command processor addresses is

listserv@h-net.msu.edu 

· Messages directed to all list members are sent to the list name address. An examples of a list name addresses is

h-safrica@h-net.msu.edu 

Subscribing and unsubscribing

While commands differ slightly between the various mailing list programmes, all follow the same basic principles. The following table illustrates the commands for subscribing and unsubscribing used by some common mailing list programmes:

	PROGRAMME
	SUBSCRIBING
	UNSUBSCRIBING

	Listserv
	SUBSCRIBE [listname] Firstname Lastname 

(e.g. SUBSCRIBE INT-LAW Mfezeko Bunu)


	SIGNOFF [listname] 

-- or -- 

UNSUBSCRIBE [listname]



	Majordomo
	SUBSCRIBE [listname] 

(e.g. SUBSCRIBE ELAW-J)


	UNSUBSCRIBE [listname] 

-- or -- 

UNSUBSCRIBE [listname] [address] 

if you subscribed under a different e-mail address.



	Mailman
	Subscribe and unsubscribe via a form on the web.


Other commands

Mailing list software automatically processes a range of other commands such as requests for help or information files, and names and e-mail addresses of other subscribers. Lists which generate a large volume of e-mail are often available in "digest" format. Instead of receiving twenty messages a day from a high-traffic list, using the "digest" command allows you to receive a daily or weekly digest containing all of the day/week's postings in a single message.

When you subscribe to a list, you will usually receive an information file setting out the commands available for that list. 

A comparative list of mailing list commands, compiled by James Milles, is available at

http://www.wesleyan.edu/libr/infokey/mailser.htm 

Programmes with a web-based administration interface such as Mailman and Yahoo groups allow subscribers to change their settings on a web page. 

Posting and replying to messages

· To send a message to the list, address it to the list name address. Your message (subject to the moderator's approval in the case of a moderated list, or immediately in the case of an unmoderated list) will be sent to all list members.

· If you reply to a message posted to a list your response will generally go to all list members. Some lists, however, are set up so that replies are sent only to the original poster. Make sure you know whether the lists you are subscribed to are set for replies to go to the whole list, or replies to be sent only to the original poster.

Usage guidelines

Usage guidelines differ from list to list, but some general points about list etiquette can be made:

· Keep the welcome message you are sent when you first subscribe to the list. It generally contains important technical information about unsubscribing from the list or changing your subscription options, as well as information about the purpose of the list.

· Make sure that you direct your messages to and reply to the correct addresses, viz. the list name address, command processor address or individual poster as the case may be. Sending administrative requests to the list name is just annoying for other list members; sending what you intended to be a private response to one person to five hundred people can be highly embarrassing. 

· Don't set your e-mail programme to acknowledge receipt or delivery of messages, and don't set up "automatic replies" if you're going to be away from the office. If you must set up automatic "out of the office" messages, unsubscribe from all e-mail lists. In the case of unmoderated lists, these messages will go to everyone on the list. In the case of moderated lists they will create unnecessary work for the moderator.

· Unsubscribe from lists if you are going to be without e-mail access for an extended period, or suspend your mail if the list gives you this option.

· Familiarize yourself with the tone and "culture" of the list. 

· If you are asking for assistance, formulate your question carefully so as to elicit meaningful responses. 

· Use the subject line intelligently. For example, if you're looking for a book on the Boer War don't just title your message "Help wanted." Rather head it along the lines of "Boer War reference?" Avoid excessively long headings, however.

· DON'T WRITE ALL IN CAPITALS – it looks as though you're SHOUTING.

· Don't attach files to messages:

· Not all listserver programmes can process them – in many they come out as garbled code

· You can't be sure that all list members use the same software that you do – not everyone will be able to read the attachment

· Attachments are a common carrier of computer viruses


· Don't include the entire body of a long previous message in your response – edit it so that only the essentials are included in your message.

· Don't forward chain letters or virus warnings. Most of the chain letters and virus "warnings" circulated by e-mail are hoaxes, and those which are not tend to live on in cyberspace long after their content has become obsolete. If you receive a virus warning which you suspect may be true, forward it to your technical support division or internet service provider, or – better still - take the time to verify yourself at a reputable anti-virus site such as Symantec:

http://www.symantec.com/avcenter/

· Turn off HTML/RTF encoding in your e-mail software. Gerry Boyd provides an explanation of how to do this in a variety of e-mail packages:


http://www.expita.com/nomime.html

Failure to turn off this encoding will result in the text of your message looking something like this:

= Scholarly=20 communication patterns have undergone a radical change over = and=20 the past decade.</FONT></DIV> <DIV><FONT face=3Darial size=3D2></FONT>&nbsp;</DIV> <DIV><FONT face=3DArial size=3D2>Research results = can be=20 communicated faster and more widely than ever before=20
Finding lists

The World Wide Web is a valuable source of information about mailing lists: 

· Do general internet searches for mailing lists in your field of interest.

· Look for information about mailing lists on web sites of organizations in your field of interest.

· There are a number of directories and databases of mailing lists. For example:

· Tile.net offers a general database of mailing lists
http://www.tile.net/ 
· Joan Korenman maintains an excellent directory of women- and gender-related electronic forums
http://research.umbc.edu/~korenman/wmst/forums.html 
· SocioSite includes a directory of Sociology-related mailing lists
http://www2.fmg.uva.nl/sociosite/mailinglists.html   
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