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Software tha t blocks 
transmission o f 
messages containing 
‘illegal’ words are 
now routinely found 
in some larger 
workplaces. ..

Your message 
contains offensive text...

/ our m essage to xxxxxxx@ xyz.com .au
Y  con ta in s o ffens ive  text and  has been 
I  q u a ra n t in e d .' T h e  next response to 

m y e-mail b roadcast from  ano ther source c o n 
firm ed  m y w o rst fears: 'T h is  e-m ail con ta in s  
w o rd s  that are  against the A c c e p ta b le  U sage  
P o lic y  o f X Y Z  Pty  Ltd and  has been  re jected . 
P lease  ed it and  resend .'

I co u ld  hard ly  b e lie ve  w h a t I w as reading . 
T h e  leve l o f p arano ia  had increased  to such a 
level that an e-mail that I w as trying  to send in 
fo rm ing  re c ip ie n ts  o f even ts  o f the past fe w  
w e ek s  w as  b e in g  b o u n ce d  b a ck  to m e, w ith  
the fu ll fo rce  o f au to m ated  so ftw a re  that d e 
tects and  deletes 'n as ty ' con ten t.

W h a t  su rp rised  m e in the fo llo w -u p  to 
these m essages w as the leve l o f support that I 
re ce iv e d  from  frustrated  staff at a n u m b er of 
these sites w h o  all co m p la in ed  o f d ifficu lties in 
dea ling  w ith  their inform ation techn o log y  m an 
agers (w h o  o b v io u s ly  take a d ifferent v ie w  of 
co m m u n ica tio n ). C ons id e ring  that a good deal 
o f a tten tio n  is b e in g  p la ce d  on  the use o f e- 
m ail in the w o rk p la c e  late ly , it is h a rd ly  sur
prising  that harried  system  adm in istra to rs  are 
h av in g  to resort to c lu m sy  so ftw are  to ensure 
the 'c le a n lin e ss ' o f the ir site. Bu t the so lutions 
that they  are  d e p lo y in g  are  at tim es fa rc ic a l, 
and  at best, lim ited , in w h a t they  can  a ch ieve . 
It is a sham e that m an y  e-m ail users h ave  no 
o p tio n  but to re ly  on these c lu m sy  w o rk 
a rou nd s. In those w o rk p la c e s  that h ave  d e 
p lo ye d  filte r in g  so ftw a re  w ith o u t in fo rm in g  
staff, I suggest a q u ick  read o f Ph il T e ece 's  c o l 
um n in last m onths' inCite.

So ftw a re  that purports to ch e ck  for k ey 
w ords and blocks transmission of messages co n 
tain ing  'ille g a l' w ords are n o w  rou tine ly  found 
in som e larger w o rkp laces . The results can  be 
h ila rious, though sadden ing . M a n y  years ago 
(even in internet terms), I reported that our then 
execu tive  d irector had d ifficu lties in using some 
search engines or w as unab le  to find her ow n  
w ebpages because part of her nam e con ta ined  
the w ord  'virg in '. Little has changed today. I pity 
those w ith  a surnam e of 'L o ve ' at this m om ent 
in tim e —  no doubt coun tless  e-m ails to and 
from these hapless ind iv idua ls are being denied 
passage due to being  on the current 'h it list' of 
proh ib ited  content.

A u to m ated  so ftw are  that rep lies to inform  
the send er that the  co n ten t o f an e-m ail is 
against an 'A c c e p tab le  U sage  P o lic y ' (but w ith  
no m ention  o f w h a t that p o lic y  m ight ac tu a lly  
be) sm acks of filtering gone berserk. W e  re ly so 
m uch on e-mail these days that it is b izarre that 
so little effort is put into d e v e lo p in g  e ffec tive  
so lutions to the p rob lem  of o ffen s ive  text —  if, 
indeed , it rea lly  is a p rob lem  (ignoring  the o b 
v io u s  d e f ic ie n c ie s  o f the M ic ro so ft  W in d o w s  
operating  system that a llo w s  a sm all am ount of 
s im p le  p rog ram m ing  to do so m uch  harm ).

M a k in g  e -m a i l  e f fe c t iv e
I w a s  asked re ce n t ly  h o w  best to use e-m ail 
and  o ther in terne t se rv ice s  to c o m m u n ic a te  
w ith  a w id e  range o f rec ip ien ts  and  to e lic it  a 
p o sitive  response. T h ere  are m an y  w a ys  o f d o 
ing this w ith o u t shooting on ese lf in the p ro ve r
b ia l foot, and ye t there are still p eo p le  n e w  to 
the internet w h o  need gu idance . E lec tron ic  d is
cussion  lists (such as found on A L IA n e t) can  be 
a p erfect m e d iu m  for c o m m u n ic a t in g  w ith  a 
well-targeted  au d ien ce , but o n ly  w h en  used in 
m o d e ra tio n . S e n d in g  the  sam e m essage to a 
large num ber o f lists, or send ing  an e-m ail that 
co n ta in s  a W o rd  d o cu m e n t (or a n y  o th e r a t
tachm en t, virus-free or not) is con s id e red  not 
o n ly  a faux paux  in in terne t term s, but a lso  
risks dam aging the reputation o f the sender and 
any business that m ay or m ay not be associated 
w ith  that person.

List and  e-m ail e t iq u e tte  has b a re ly  
changed  in all o f the tim e that e-lists h ave  been 
in ex is ten ce , and  the in fo rm a tio n  found  on 
A L IA n e t [http://www.alia.org.au/e-lists/netiquette. 
html] is a good re fe rence starting point.

A lm ost all e-lists h ave  a sp e c ific  o b je c tive  
—  to fa c ilita te  a fo rum  fo r the e x ch a n g e  of 
ideas on a p a rt ic u la r  range o f issues. The  
gu ide lines for each  list can  vary, but essentia lly  
they fo llo w  these genera l rules:

1. D iscuss ion  w ill  focus on  the o u tlin ed  objec- 
tives/topics o f the e-list.

2. D iscuss ion  unre la ted  to these top ics is inap 
propriate.

3. Posting  the sam e m essage to m u ltip le  m a il
ing lists is d iscou raged .

4. Postings that in c lu d e  lib e lo u s  or defam atory 
m ateria l, in ap p ro p ria te  language, or a gen 
eral lack  o f respect for others are u n acce p t
ab le .

5. B la tant p roduct or se rv ice  m arketing is u nac 
cep tab le .

6. B e  co n c ise , o r e lse  —  bette r to p ro v id e  a 
U R L  or to o ffer to send the fu ll text to in d i
v id u a l requests.

F o llo w in g  these b as ic  g u id e lin e s  (and  on 
an y  g iven  list-server, there  are a lm ost a lw ays  
m ore specific  op era tio n a l rules —  http ://w w w . 
alia.org.au/e-lists/rules.htm l —  that must be ob 
served in con jun c tio n  w ith  any  gu ide lines) w ill 
ensu re  that y o u r postings w ill be re ce ive d  fa 
vou rab ly . For good m easure, if you  are not ce r
ta in  o f the ap prop ria teness of a n y  g iven  m es
sage to an e-list, consu lt w ith  the list ow ner(s ) 
first.

A nd  to m y M u m , w h o  m ay be reading this 
and w on d ering  w h at I w ro te  in that e-mail that 
w as possib ly so o ffensive to incu r the wrath of 
so m any, I have yet to re ce ive  a rep ly  that ind i
cates w hat w ords w e re  deem ed inapp rop ria te .*
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