WENT 2001 - Reference Reading
Track 2 – Using ICT for Policy Advocacy


Using Mailing List


Using Mailing Lists


Overview of Mailing lists

As many of you know by now, email is the simplest and most readily available form of online communication.  In the past few years, we have seen how email has become almost the main form of communication for the NGO community. Certainly, for the women’s movement, email has become an indispensable communication tool.

E-mail is a marvelous tool for person-to-person communication. People have been using e-mail since the beginning of Internet. 

How a regular e-mail works:

MUA - Mail User agent: When you want to send e-mail, you use your Mail User Agent to compose the message. Some common MUA: Eudora, Netscape Messenger, Outlook, and Pegasus.

MTA- Mail Transport Agents: When you finish composing your email message, your MUA hands the message over to the Mail Transport Agent on your network system. MTA is responsible for delivering the message. MTA(Unix) Sendmail, smail, and postfix, Zmailer, qmail, for Windows: Ntmail, Mdaemon, IMAIL, and Sendmail

Often, you would like to send the same message to many people and conduct a group conversation. Address book aliases can simplify the process of sending a message to the group, but everyone in the group must update their address books when the group gains or loses members. 

A mailing list is a group of e-mail addresses that can all be reached by sending a single message to one address: THE LIST ADDRESS. Mailing lists allow any number of people with email addresses to communicate amongst one another on issues of common interest. A mailing list is an automatic message-sending program that stores a list of the email addresses of all the people interested in a particular discussion. On a more technical level, it is a system that sends messages to a group of subscribed email addresses.  This list with addresses is based at a host computer connected to the Internet. The mailing list distributes each message sent to it, to all members of the mailing list who are “members or subscribers” of that mailing list.

To become a “member” or to participate in the list, people have to "subscribe" to the list. If they decide they no longer want to receive messages from the list, they can "unsubscribe". Each discussion has its own email address (e.g.aworc-went2001@isiswomen.org). Each time a message is posted to the list address, everyone subscribed to the mailing list receives it.  

Mailing lists are a powerful yet relatively simple tool to use for group communication and networking because it allows a group of people to work together online and to discuss, share, and produce information.

Why mailing lists are still a modern groupware tool ?

Historically, mailing lists have been a very important factor for the growing of internet usage.

We must not forget that ListservTM was the main bitnet service at the beginning of the 80s. Mailing lists have been the unique groupware tool for a long time!  

Mailing lists  have decisive trumps :

e-mail is a universal service of the Internet. You can reasonably consider that each group member has email access. 

unlike forum, web or news, email is a push technology.

unlike chat or videoconferencing, email is an asynchronous service : there is no need to make an appointment.

email address is a reasonable person identifying (not as good as a Distinguish Name:), so mailing lists subscription process is an effective definition of the set of   members of the group. In particular, any good mailing lists software provides a control on subscription by a list administrator.

Types of mailing lists

I think you all have been using Mailing lists before. Therefore, let us go ahead with mailing list types.  Generally mailing lists can be classified by their purpose, gate keeping, membership and message format. 

Based on the purpose of the list 

Announcement: An announcement list is essentially a one-way mailing list, most often used for delivering news or announcements. On an announcement list, everyone can subscribe but only one person can post to the list. That person may give permission to a limited number of individuals to post to that list.  Some lists work as an electronic newsletter.  

Discussion: As the name implies, a discussion list is a list that allows discussion among its members.   On a discussion list, everybody can respond to a posting by another member of the group. In principle, everyone is free to voice his or her opinion within. Of course, just like in face-to-face discussions, respectful behavior is observed in mailing lists. 

Discussion lists can be ongoing or set up only for certain periods. They can be used to discuss substantive issues, plan specific activities and campaigns, or as work spaces for organizations and networks.  

Based on Gatekeeping

Moderated: Some lists require more direction than others.  Lists with standards for the content or style of postings need to have posting reviewed before they are distributed. Messages sent to a moderated mailing list are not automatically distributed to the subscribers; instead, they are passed to the list’s moderator. The list moderator can post the message to the list verbatim, edit it before posting, incorporate it into digest, or reject it outright. As a result, moderated lists tend to have a less interactive feeling, but a very high level of substance (less traffic).

Unmoderated: On an unmoderated list, every message sent to the list is: sent to all members of that list indiscriminately. The majority of mailing lists are unmoderated. 

Based on membership

Open/Public: An open list means anyone interested may subscribe and  unsubscribe as often as they like. Most mailing lists are open. 

Closed/Private: Membership to a closed or a private list has to be approved by the list owner. A list owner is responsible for “housekeeping” of the list and is also known as the list administrator. This type of list is useful for working groups, where people outside that working group cannot intervene or eavesdrop (listen in).

Whether a list is open or closed, some closed MLs allow for non-subscribers to post the message, some open MLs does not allow for non-subscribers to post the message.

Based on the format of messages 

Individual message: On an individual message list, list members receive individual postings submitted to the list as they are coming in on the server. This is the usual configuration for mailing lists. 

Digest: Subscribers to a busy mailing lists may receive 10,20, or even 50 list messages each day. All those messages make it difficult to organize one’s email. A digest list collects all messages sent to the mailing list in one day (or until a certain volume of mail has been sent to the list), then it combines these messages into a single message that is sent out to list members. A digest makes it possible for busy people to read one email message per day. If they reply to any part of the digest, their response will appear in a subsequent digest.  

Web-based mailing lists

Nowadays web based mailing list are coming more popular. This type of mailing lists are allow administrators to create and administer mailing lists and users to create own custom mailing lists, and subscribe to its mailing lists through web Interface.

The advantage of this kind of mailing list is users can subscribe without sending carefully formatted email. Also you can subscribe without receiving mailing list messages. These subscribers should have to login to the web site whenever they have time.  As usual e-mail based mailing lists Web based mailing lists have the options such as: Open - Close, Moderated - Unmoderated, Individual - Digest and Announcement - Discussion.   

There are some free web based mailing lists around the Net e.g coollist, Yahoo Groups. They are a very dynamic web sites, where anyone can create Mailing lists. You can simply enjoy using free web based mailing list services. 

Also the some software products for free of charge like Sympa, and Mailman are also exist. You can download them and simply install on your site and use it for free of charge. As we began to talk of the software products let’s discuss about is the Mailing List Management Software.

Even there is a web based application for Majordomo. (Majorcool.) So as we began about production,

Mailing list Management Software

There are many different types of online group collaboration tools: basic email, WWW-based conferencing systems, newsgroups, Internet Relay Chat (IRC), video and audio-conferencing, and Intranets, for example. Your group may want to explore some of these other methods if they are readily available to all of you. This course focuses on using mailing lists because they are an inexpensive, universal collaboration tool that anyone with an email account anywhere in the world can use.  

There are different types of mailing list software, which are used to manage mailing lists: Majordomo, ListProc, Listserv and Mailman are used by Unix, for Windows environment: Ntmail Mdaemon, Imail, Sendmail and so many software products are existing for free of charge also for sale.  Which you have access to depends on your Internet service provider. (An Internet Service Provider is the computer network you connect to where your email account resides.) 

From a user/subscriber perspective, these different programs all perform similar subscription and message management functions, but each has unique commands and tools for doing so.

Mailing list Management Software automates the process of managing subscriptions. In addition to the list address an MLM has a special email address for user requests  to subscribe and unsubscribe. Popular MLMs like Listproc, ListServ lite, Majordomo and Mailman provide many features:

Automatically process: Subscription requests or forward them to the list maintainer for approval. In many Cases, they can also redirect request mistakenly sent to the list itself and prevent from being distributed to subscribers.

Support Moderated Lists: When a message is sent to a moderated list, the MLM forwards it to the list moderator for approval before sending it to the subscribers.

Archive list messages, digests or other files, making them available to subscribers who request them:

Provide some help handling bounced emails. MLMs can often be configured to remove subscribers to whom they can no longer deliver email.

Prevent mail loops, which can occur when a subscriber is using software to automatically respond to his mail: When the automatic response is sent back to the mailing list, distributed again, responded again, and so on, a mail loop is created. MLMs take precautions to prevent this. 

Also some of the MLM has Web Interface for Administering and subscribing to the lists.

In this course, we will be using two mailing list management approaches, majordomo and Yahoo Groups (Coollist) for our exercises. Before go a head with hands on exersices let’s have a look of some Woman related and mailing list related mailing list addresses. 

Some women related mailing lists

Women-L

majordomo@helix.net
Gender

comserve@cios.lls.rpi.edu
Babytwo

listserv@maelstrom.stjohns.edu
Gendercb

listserv@uriacc.uri.edu
Sister-l

listserv@listserv.syr.edu
H-state

listserv@msu.edu
Wise-l

listserv@listserv.funet.fi
Some Interested mailing lists (mailing list related)

Majordomo 
list-managers-digest@greatcircle.com
unix-listproc
listproc@avc.com
Majordomo-users majordomo-announce@greatcirle.com
Smartlist

smartlist-request@informatik.rwth-aachen.de
Listserv-lite
listserv@peach.ease.lsoft.com
Using Mailing List Software

From user’s point of view, mailing lists maintained by MLMs are not difficult to use.  The procedure to join a mailing list will vary, depending on the type of mailing list software being used on the server and how this is configured. Usually you begin by sending an email message to the server requesting to join a particular list. The server then adds your email address to the mailing list and sends you an automatically generated welcome message. You should keep the message, since it will often provide information about the list, and most importantly - details on how to leave the list, and what email address to send list messages to. 

Resources:

WENT 2000, training kit, Lecture by Chad

Alan Schwartz   Managing Mailing Lists,  O’Reilly 1998

Some online resources
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