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Using mailing lists - guidance notes

Mailing lists are an extremely useful tool for sharing information and discussions, but they can also be extremely irritating when people don't use them effectively. So here are some tips on how to use them.

1. First, and most important! Most lists will automatically send you information when you join - telling you how to post messages, how to unsubscribe, etc. Please store the information somewhere safe and accessible! Sending repeated messages to the list (rather than to the different email address where you send list administration commands) asking to be unsubscribed is frustrating for other mailing list members.  If you are joining a list, you have some responsibility to make sure you know at least the basics of using it.

2. Remember that, on many lists, clicking on the Reply button sends your message to the entire list, not the individual sender. So be very careful and try to think about where you want your reply to go - is it appropriate to send it to the whole list, or should it just go to the original sender? For example, someone might post a message to the list advertising a particular conference - a perfectly valid use of the list. But then you get a lot of replies to the whole list asking to be registered at the conference - and those aren't a valid use of the list, they should have just gone to the person who sent the original email.

3. In general, don't send file attachments to the list. They clutter up people's drives, they may carry viruses, they can take a significant amount of time to download, and people might not have the right software to read them. Also, many list members might have restricted server space for storing their emails, and large file attachments can fill this quickly - so, in effect, disabling their incoming email.

It's far better to put the attachment on a web site somewhere, and just post the URL/web address, so people can download it if they wish; or even just ask people to email you direct if they want a copy.

4. Don't include lists in your auto-reply features. When you've gone on holiday, and set up an auto-reply saying you're 'out of the office', you really don't want this to be sent to the list every time there's a message to you from the list. It clutters up other people's email, and is extremely irritating. Most lists will let you suspend your membership for a brief time after which you can resume membership.

5. Use subject lines properly. People want to be able to look at subject lines, and see whether it is worth reading the whole email, saving it for later, or just deleting it. Always use a subject line! An amazing number of people still do not. And if you reply to an email, but your reply is unrelated to the original topic in the subject line, make sure you change it - otherwise the subject bears no relationship to the content of the email.

6. Think before you write. It's easy to be misunderstood, and it's easy to insult people and get into long, pointless arguments which are irrelevant to most of the list members. If you want to have a heated debate with another list member, do it one to one, off the list!

7. Don't quote entire messages when replying. Say someone sends you a long email, arguing the merits of a particular case. Some people will just hit return, and say "I agree" - and not bother quoting the relevant parts of the original email. This just wastes time and bandwidth, as emails get longer, and consist of just copies and repetitions. So, please remove the irrelevant and unnecessary content, leaving only the bits of the original message to which you are responding.

8. Be relevant. If you send a reply to the list, your reply should contribute something to the discussion (and be related to the overall list topic). Don't send messages simply saying "I agree", or similar,  to the whole list. Most people are pretty busy, and, in general, don't want their inboxes cluttered up with trivia. Don't use mailing lists for social chit chat - save that for off list discussions.

9. If you have any problems in using the list, or any complaints, email the list owner, rather than the whole list. Much more polite, and probably more effective.

10. Most lists have a digest option, where all the emails are put together each day (or at some other interval such as weekly) and send this collation to digest subscribers in one long email. This is useful if you aren't really that interested in contributing to the list, you just want to use it for receiving information. Consider subscribing to the digest if you are getting overwhelmed with the volume of list emails, but want to remain a member.

11. Lots of lists now have web interfaces, where you can search the archives, change your own settings (e.g. switch to the digest version, or unsubscribe) etc. You may find it easier to manage your list subscription using this interface rather than sending commands via email to the list software program. JISCMail has this option.

12. Most UK academic lists are hosted with JISCMail. They are located at http://www.jiscmail.ac.uk where you will find more information about the service.
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