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Where Do Listservs Fit  in 
The networking tool of the 90s is starting to   show 
By Greg Lambert

When I entered the library
profession in the 1990s, one
of the best networking and

peer information resource tools I found
was the library online discussion lists,
commonly known as listservs. I loved 
the back and forth between various
professionals and admired the way that
others took the time to answer some of
the questions I posted on the lists. I had
my special e-mail folders set up to handle
the multiple lists that I monitored 
and came to know people within the
profession whom I might have never 
been able to meet otherwise. After a
while, I found that I was not only asking
things of others, but that I was actually
contributing to the overall conversation.

I’ve subscribed to a number of e-mail
listservs over the years, but I found that 
I have been getting less and less use out
of them lately. I still subscribe to a few
choices, but even some of the lists that
were once hot beds of information have

become silent outposts for the occasional
e-mail thread. What has changed? Are
listservs a dying resource? If so, what 
are we using instead?

I’ve asked a few librarians I know what
they like and don’t like about listservs: 

Likes
1. Excellent Resource and
Communications Tool
Of course, the primary reason we join
listservs is to access some of the best 
and brightest of our profession. 
There is probably no faster way of
communicating with hundreds, if 
not thousands, of professionals.

2. Listservs Are Simple and Easy
No fancy tools needed–just e-mail. 
Perhaps the hardest thing about listservs 
is removing yourself from them.

3. Great Way to Build Relationships
and Expand Opportunities 
Listservs give you a great way to 
find “experts” in specific areas of the

profession. Not all of us get to
go to conferences and meet

our peers face-to-face. Many
of us use listservs to

expand our professional
networks without
having to budget 
for the expense. 
One other benefit 
of being noticed 
on a listserv is that
it exposes you to
opportunities
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Fit  in a Social Media World?
ting to   show its age

(continued on page 13)

you might otherwise have missed. I can
testify that I got an opportunity to work
on a major AALL publication due in
large part to my visibility on listservs.

Dislikes
1. Lazy Research
Some of the listservs to which I have
subscribed have become what some call
“lazy researcher” listservs: places where
you see interlibrary loan requests sent 
to a list of 2,500 people for an item the
requestor probably could have found 
at his or her local library. Don’t get 
me wrong—these listservs are a great
resource for finding hard-to-find
items—but it seems that this type of
activity breeds more of this type of
activity. Pretty soon, people forget that
the listserv was set up to be an online
community for sharing ideas and asking
questions, as well as gathering resources.
The last item tends to overwhelm the
first two (which I find most important).

2. Scope Is Too Broad/Listservs
Should Be Focused
Anyone who has posted on a
listserv on a Friday afternoon or,
God forbid, during the week

between Christmas and 
New Year knows that the

resulting “out of office”
replies can be

overwhelming.

Now, this type of thing is easily
ignorable, but sometimes you get the
reply a few days after you sent the
message (I’m not sure how that happens,
but it does). 

Too many people on one listserv can
also contribute to the “interstate effect.”
Much like passing a motorist with a flat
tire on the interstate, listserv participants
ignore questions under the assumption
that someone else will surely come along
and answer them. Too many people can
also contribute to a watering down of
the list; you may want to ask a specific
question for a few select people on the
list, but you’re afraid that the other 
99.8 percent will blast you for it.

Listservs can also be too diverse in
scope. Although diversity can spring
forth new creations and find patterns
that can link separate ideas together,
sometimes too many different responses
can end up spoiling the list. It is kind of
like saying that I like ketchup and I like
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chocolate cake–but that doesn’t mean
that I like them mixed together. Listservs
aren’t set up to separate the different
ingredients; you just get them all and
hope that the final result doesn’t taste
too bad.

There are also the inevitable “flame
wars.” When I taught at a law school, I
used to tell my students at the beginning
of the semester, “There will always be
‘one’ in every class. If you do not know
who that ‘one’ is, it is probably you!”

The same goes for listservs. There are
always some who feel that a listserv is a
place where they can spout off on whatever
it is that has ticked them off that day. Or
talk about the latest political or religious
item that was posted on the Drudge
Report, National Public Radio, or CNN.
Then the flame wars begin. I have removed
myself from lists specifically because the
flame wars became too impossible to skip
over and frankly were clogging up my
inbox. In our library world, we tend to err
on the side of “letting everyone have their
say.” That is a great philosophy that works
most of the time. There are times, however,
when the rants need to be reigned in, and
this requires the owners of the listserv to
step up and remind everyone what the
purpose of the listserv is and where the
boundaries lie. 

3. 20th Century Tool in the 
21st Century
Speaking of clogging up the e-mail
inbox, it is highly inefficient to have 
the same message going to hundreds, 
or even thousands, of inboxes. It is just
not a good use of your e-mail–especially
work e-mail. For example, I subscribe 
to a few International Legal Technology
Association (ILTA) e-mail lists. In the
past six months, I have received nearly
4,000 e-mails from these lists alone.
Plus, I’m one of those people that the
information technology department
contacts every so often because I’ve
reached my storage space limit.
Although I’ll admit that my laziness
contributes to this point, you can
immediately see that e-mail listservs 
may be an inefficient method of mass
communication. 

There are a number of resources 
at our disposal that are much more
efficient than listservs. Social media 
tools like Twitter, Facebook, blogs, and
Nings are great tools for communicating
to others within your profession.
Additional resources, such as online
forums and wikis, also have great
potential to replace the inefficiencies 
of listservs. 

Is It Time to Retire the
Listserv?
The short answer is not right now.

Although I maintain that listservs are
inefficient, they are also extremely easy,
convenient, and pretty useful, despite
the downsides listed above. As long 
as we have e-mail, we’ll have listservs. 
That said, their heyday has come and
gone. Social media tools and Web 
2.0 resources are becoming the
communication tools of choice and 
will eventually push listservs to the
background.

So let’s consider some social
networking alternative to listservs. 
There are dozens of social resources 
I could discuss, but my two favorites 
are Twitter and Nings. 

Nings 
Nings are a powerful resource that 
allow you to participate in forums and
blogs. This, in and of itself, can give a
listserv a run for its money, but Nings
don’t stop there. You can also share
documents, photos, videos, and even
create subgroups within the community.

All of this can be done without filling 
up your e-mail inbox (although you 
can elect to have the Ning send you an
e-mail each time someone adds content
to the site). Nings can be public or
private and can be as narrow or as 
broad as participants want it to be. 

That isn’t to say that there aren’t
drawbacks to Nings. Putting information
on a Ning is not as simple as sending an
e-mail. There is a slight learning curve
for many of the users (like distinguishing
what should be on a “forum” versus a
“blog”). And even if you have the Ning
send you e-mail updates, you still have to
click the link and open the Ning in the
Web browser to take full advantage of
the information. Nings can also bring
too much of a good thing. With so many
different opportunities for customization,
Ning members can become overwhelmed
by the functionality. 

The functionality of the Ning,
however, is the quality that makes it
such a great tool for sharing ideas, asking
questions, scheduling events, finding
niches within the profession, and even
finding an interlibrary loan. Check out
University of Buffalo Professor Jim
Milles’ law libraries and librarians Ning
(http://lawlibraries.ning.com) and see
what that community has accomplished
using this tool.

Twitter
Twitter is far and away my favorite social
networking tool. When I first heard of
it, I thought it was the dumbest idea
ever. The thought of putting out a 140-
character text message sounded like a
complete waste of time, but I’ve changed
my mind after participating in this
addictive phenomenon. It is the place
where I go to gather ideas from others
inside and outside of the legal industry.
Now I tell everyone it is the dumbest
idea that I’ve ever become totally reliant
upon.

The biggest plus with Twitter is 
that it reminds you why you wanted to
network in the first place. You wanted
someone to bounce those ideas off of.
You wanted to spur the conversation and
find out if others out there have better
ways of doing things. You wanted to
find a select group of people that you
could call your peers and create lasting
relationships. As you make your way up

the ladder of your profession, they will
move right along with you. 

Twitter also allows you to select
peers who are outside your profession
without having to bring everyone else
with them. In other words, you truly 
get to pick and choose your peers. 
I have people I am following on Twitter
who have nothing to do with law
librarianship, but are some of the
strongest “idea generators” out there.
Being in touch with these folks allows
me to see things from a different
perspective, but, at the same time, not
lose touch with what I’m doing in my
day to day profession. 

So, is it time to retire listservs? 
Have they gone the way of Gopher and
Wide Area Information Server (WAIS)?
Perhaps not that far underground, but
they have become more cumbersome,
especially as our lives become burdened
with productivity. After all, it’s not a 
bad idea to streamline and organize 
our contacts, peers, and fellow
professionals—a functionality that
listservs lack. The new social media
forums, on the other hand, can help 
us do just that while still allowing us 
to benefit from the information our
community has to offer. ■

Greg Lambert (glambert@
kslaw.com) is library and records manager
for King & Spalding LLP in Houston. 

“Much like passing a motorist with a flat tire on the
interstate, listserv participants ignore questions
under the assumption that someone else will surely
come along and answer that question.”
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