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Read Me First 

Welcome to Take Control of Slack, version 1.0, published in January 

2019 by Take Control Books. This book was written by Glenn Fleish-

man and edited by Kelly Turner. 

This book teaches you the ins and outs of using Slack efficiently and 

effectively—and joyfully. It explains how to find channels, start conver-

sations, post messages, set notifications, interact with bots, and more. 

It covers Slack on the web, as well as in macOS, Windows, iOS, and 

Android. In the appendix, you learn the basics of administering a Slack 

workspace. 

If you want to share this ebook with a friend, we ask that you do so 

as you would with a physical book: “lend” it for a quick look, but ask 

your friend to buy a copy for careful reading or reference. Discounted 

classroom and Mac user group copies are available. 

Copyright © 2019, Glenn Fleishman. All rights reserved. Some avatar 

images © Design Dept. Partners, LLC. 

Updates and More
 

You can access extras related to this ebook on the web (use the link 

in Ebook Extras, near the end; it’s available only to purchasers). On 

the ebook’s Take Control Extras page, you can: 

•	 Download any available new version of the ebook for free, or buy 

any subsequent edition at a discount. 

•	 Download various formats, including PDF, EPUB, and Mobipocket. 

(Learn about reading on mobile devices on our Device Advice page.) 

•	 Read the ebook’s blog. You may find new tips or information, as 

well as a link to an author interview. 

If you bought this ebook from the Take Control website, it has been 

added to your account, where you can download it in other formats 
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and access any future updates. However, if you bought this ebook 

elsewhere, you can add it to your account manually; see Ebook Extras. 

Slack Terms
 

Slack uses a number of particular terms for aspects of its ecosystem 

that you will encounter again and again in this book and in using Slack. 

Here are the most common: 

•	 Conversations: Slack is effectively a collection of “chat rooms,” 

each of which is either a channel or a set of direct messages between 

two or more people. Collectively, these are conversations. 

•	 Members: Someone with a registered account that’s part of a Slack 

workspace. 

•	 Workspace: A single set of Slack conversations and members is a 

workspace. Some large companies may have many workspaces 

linked together via a high-end, paid Slack service tier. Most Slack 

setups consist of a single workspace as part of a “Slack for Teams” 

tier. 

•	 Team (outdated): Slack used to call its workspaces “teams,” but 

shifted the term when it began supporting multiple workspaces. 

•	 Groups: To have a generic term to refer to all Slack tiers, I’ll use 

the phrase “Slack group.” 

•	 Single-channel guests: Members whose access is limited to a 

single channel (applicable only to paid plans). 

•	 Multi-channel guests: Members whose access is limited to a 

selected set of channels (applicable only to paid plans). 

•	 @mention: Slack lets you tag other people using a display name 

(see next) or their full name so that they can opt to be notified about 

you referring to them. I use “@mention” in the text to mean when-

ever Slack allows or expects an @ sign followed by someone’s name. 
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•	 Display name: A different way for people to @mention you in 

Slack than your full name. If this option is left empty at signup and 

never changed, then when people @mention you, Slack relies on 

your full name. The display name also appears in your profile. 

If You Owned the Previous Book
 

A few years ago, Take Control released two Slack books, one a begin-

ner’s guide for users unfamiliar with Slack and largely unaccustomed 

to group communication, and the other a more advanced guide to 

Slack administration. This book is an outgrowth of those two. 

If you owned Take Control of Slack Basics, you will find this book 

builds upon it, is fully up to date, and includes more focused informa-

tion for people who already engage in online communities and who are 

trying to master Slack more fully or get used to it in the first place. 

Slack dramatically improved its support guides for Slack workspace 

administration since I wrote Take Control of Slack Admin, and we 

refer you to those support guides for the detailed help required. 
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Introduction 

Slack fills an awkward gap in modern business and social-team com-

munications by combining informal chat, private messaging, file 

transfer, and a collective memory of what’s taken place. 

It lets you create a public focus around a topic—a dedicated conversa-

tion space called a channel—as well as create purely private discus-

sions as needed. You can upload images, add formatted text, and link 

in third-party cloud services. 

Using Slack can sometimes feel a little like a group text chat, but with 

nested discussions (threads), channel and workspace-wide search, and 

integration of third-party apps, it’s far more powerful and useful. It 

excels as a single repository of the wisdom (and data) of a group. 

Other tools and ecosystems exist that manage part of that ball of wax 

or cover the same territory and more—often adding “wiki” features for 

collaborative editing and website publishing for internal projects. But 

Slack’s particular set of choices, including a robust free tier of service 

and support across major platforms and the web, seems to have fit the 

need best for many millions of people. 

Or at least, it fit best in the opinions of the hundreds of thousands of 

folks who chose Slack for a personal, professional, or social purpose, 

and set it up and asked millions of other people to join. 

Therein lies the rub for many Slack users: we didn’t choose to use 

Slack, but we’re required to in order to participate in the interactions 

necessary for a full-time job, a contract position, a sports team, or a 

high-school “friends of the band” parental support group. 

This book is for a few different kinds of people: 

•	 If you’re interested in or tempted by Slack, this book will help you 

get started. 

•	 If you use Slack already and want to get more out of it, this book will 

guide you to more efficient and more sophisticated use and control. 
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•	 Finally, if Slack is a requirement for your workplace, nonprofit 

group, or other organization, I want to help you learn enough to 

take the frustration out of it. 

Many more Slack groups rely on the company’s free tier than any of 

Slack’s paid subscription offerings. The free tier has a number of 

limitations, but it’s quite remarkable in its own right. In this book, I 

always highlight differences between what you will find if you’re in a 

workspace that isn’t paying to use Slack and one that is, including 

what’s available at the several tiers of paid subscriptions. 

Note: This books covers all production versions of Slack available: 

macOS, Windows, iOS, and Android. It also includes the web app, 

which is restricted to desktop users and blocked from mobile 

browsers. 
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Slack Quick Start 

Read this book front to back, and you’ll gain knowledge in the order it’s 

most useful in Slack. However, you can also dive into topics if you’re 

already familiar with the system, and want more advice on particular 

tasks. Here’s a roadmap to the book: 

Get up and running: 

•	 Create or join a workspace, and install the Slack apps that work best 

for you. See Make a Slack Workplace and Start Using Slack Apps. 

•	 Learn to work within Slack and post messages. See Master the 

Interface and Post Basic Messages. 

•	 Understand how conversations work in channels and direct mes-

sages. See Work with Channels and Conduct Direct Message Con-

versations. 

Dive in depth on Slack: 

•	 Understand how Slack lets you know what’s going on, and cus-

tomize it to avoid too many alerts. See Configure Notifications. 

•	 Send messages with attachments, rich text, and formatted text. 

Read Work with Attachments and Go Beyond Basic Messages. 

•	 Participate in calls, video conferencing, and screen sharing. See 

Connect by Voice, Video, and Screen. 

•	 See whether your teammates are available in Slack—and set your 

own availability status. See Make Your Presence Known. 

•	 Dig into the past when you Search Effectively. 

•	 Learn how to add apps that extend Slack. See Appendix A: Install 

Apps. 
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Make a Slack Workplace 

While this book is about using Slack, not everybody has a workspace 

available to them yet, and you might have acquired this book to learn 

whether Slack is right for you. The best way to find out? Set up a team. 

It’s free! 

Slack has a robust free tier that I mention throughout the book. It 

offers a fairly large array of features, and you can create multiple “fake” 

accounts using different email addresses if you want to play around 

with interactions with other users. It’ll help you get a feel for what it’s 

like. You can also request a free trial of a paid plan, so you can test 

features only available in those higher-tier offerings. 

Starting a workspace is completely straightforward. Visit Slack’s Create 

a Workspace page, where you begin by entering an email address and 

then confirming the address with a code sent to you. You then pick a 

name and Slack.com address for the workgroup, invite initial mem-

bers, and get started. 

A few years ago, you might have required a lot more help in proceed-

ing. But Slack has matured, and the default settings offered for a new 

group are well set. For many situations, you may never need to monkey 

with administrative settings or preferences at all. 

Slack has also done a great job with documentation for workspace 

administration. You can find help on the most trivial and most sophis-

ticated tasks. In fact, its admin guides are quite a bit more complete 

than support pages and guides aimed at regular users. (Not shockingly, 

that’s why I wrote this book.) 

Note: You could also consider joining a public Slack workspace, 

although you need to find one that meets your needs. Take care that 

your testing has no effect on other users. (You can “talk to yourself” 

in a direct message channel, as I explain in Conduct Direct Message 

Conversations.) 

11
 

Click here to buy the full 186-page “Take Control of Slack” for only $14.99!

https://get.slack.help/hc/en-us/articles/202878523-Try-a-paid-plan-for-free
https://slack.com/create
https://slack.com/create
https://get.slack.help/hc/en-us/categories/200122103-Workspace-Administration
https://get.slack.help/hc/en-us/categories/200122103-Workspace-Administration
https://slofile.com
http:Slack.com
https://www.takecontrolbooks.com/cart?add-to-cart=1478


            

           

            

            

          

           

           

                 

           

            

        

      

       

       

    

     

        

     

          

      

         

          

           

           

 

Learn Slack Basics 

Some people hear about Slack and wonder whether it can meet their 

needs for communicating in a work group, a nonprofit or academic 

organization, or a social situation, like a book club or sports team. 

Others receive an email message one morning inviting them to a Slack 

workspace and explaining that Slack is the new way they’ll communi-

cate at work. 

Regardless of how you’ve been introduced to Slack, this chapter offers 

a high-level overview of how Slack works and helps you understand 

what you can get out of it—whether you want to try it or you need to for 

work. I explain what makes Slack special and where its strengths lie. 

If you’re already familiar with Slack and want to move on to more 

intermediate and advanced topics, skim or skip this chapter. 

Slack Suddenly Updated Its Logo in 2019 

After I’d finished revising this book in January 2019 and before we
 

went to “press,” Slack unexpectedly released an update to its logo
 

and corporate imagery. This affects all its apps and its website, as 


well as ancillary elements, like workspace invitations and Slackbot.
 

I’ve attempted to update every appearance of the old Slack iconogra-

phy, but that’s been complicated by Slack rolling out some changes 

over several weeks. As a result, you may still see the old 

“octothorpe” or hashmark logo and old Slackbot face in the book. 

Workspaces
 

Slack workspaces divide topics of discussion into separate channels, 

which may be public (any Slack member may join the channel) or 

private (only its members see the channel). Members create, pick, or 

are invited to those channels, which are typically broken up by topic, 

department, or task (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: A typical Slack desktop app window. Here, we see the 
Slack workgroup chosen in the far-left sidebar, and the #culture 
channel selected within that workgroup. Members are discussing a 
project, and one has inserted a document. (Screenshot courtesy of 
Slack.) 

Workspace members can also converse in direct message conversa-

tions, both one-on-one and in small groups. 

Note: A workspace may have different available features depending 

on whether it is using the free tier or one of Slack’s paid tiers. I note 

throughout this book when features are restricted to paid tiers or 

limited on the free tier. 

At Slack’s website, every workspace has a unique subdomain (such as 

altamirakidssoccer.slack.com), which acts as the central repository for 

all the workspace’s accounts, uploaded attachments, and messages. 

Workspace members can access their Slack group via the subdomain’s 

URL in the Slack web app or through a native Slack app installed on a 

computer or mobile device. See Start Using Slack Apps. 
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Understand Privacy 

Constraints in Slack 

Before we dive into how best to use Slack, you should understand what 

steps Slack takes to protect your privacy—both as a company and 

within the product it makes. You may wind up communicating in 

public and private ways within a workspace, and you should rightly be 

concerned about who within your workspace (from a technical stand-

point) and within your company or organization can see your mes-

sages, as well as whether Slack (the company) or anyone else—such as 

government entities–can view your interactions. 

The answer has a lot of nuance and complexity, because it depends 

partly on who owns and runs your workspace, and partly on the pricing 

tier of the workspace, no matter who owns it. 

How Slack Stores Your Data
 

Slack encrypts all data, both in transit and at rest, which means that all 

connections from Slack apps back to the Slack mothership are protect-

ed, and when your messages and files land in central storage, they’re 

also cryptographically locked. 

However, Slack can decrypt 100% of your data. It possesses all the 

encryption keys, and uses security to prevent unwanted parties from 

gaining access to your data. 

Slack has made the legally binding statement: “A Customer owns and 

controls all content submitted to their workspace. Slack processes 

customer data on behalf of the Customer.” 

But the company also must comply with any legal processes that 

require it to disclose information to law enforcement or a subpoena in 

a civil lawsuit. 
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Slack complies with the European Union’s General Data Protection 

Regulation (GDPR), a set of privacy and disclosure rules in effect since 

May 2018, and which companies that do business in the EU and with 

EU citizens and residents have to meet. 

However, the company has opted to store all of its data in the United 

States on equipment run by Amazon (under its Amazon Web Services 

on-demand computing service). That doesn’t put Slack out of reach of 

authorities outside the U.S., but it does mean that U.S. courts would be 

involved if other governments wanted to pursue data stored on Slack’s 

servers. 

Slack May Retain Editing History and Deleted Content 

Paid plans offer retention policies that can either routinely delete old 


messages and files, or retain a history of all edited and deleted 


messages as well as all deleted files.
 

These kinds of options may be required by certain industries or
 

businesses to meet regulations, customer requirements, or internal
 

notions of secrecy and disclosure. For more granular details about 


message and file options, read Slack’s retention policy page.
 

When Slack Reveals Private Messages
 

While Slack says that a customer owns everything in a workspace, it’s 

important to recognize who that customer is. Unless you’re a work-

space owner, you are not the customer. Your relationship with Slack is 

indirect, and your ownership is effectively “none.” 

The relationship is with one or more owners, and an owner can dele-

gate some of these permissions to one or more admins. (Below I’ll refer 

just to owners for simplicity’s sake.) 

Note: When the EU GDPR went into effect in May 2018, Slack made
 

changes worldwide regarding what and how it allows owners and 


admins to export data. These changes apply to everyone, and they
 

may involve policies that differ from what you’ve read in the past.
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Get Started with Slack 

Slack offers a set of regularly updated client apps for all major desktop 

and mobile platforms, and for the web. The Slack apps talk to Slack’s 

back-end servers, retrieve data, and display the results in real time. 

Unlike a platform like Twitter, there are no third-party apps that 

mirror the functionality of Slack’s apps. 

As you’re likely to be using Slack on multiple platforms, it’s worth 

noting that Slack’s native apps for macOS, Windows, iOS, and Android 

(plus betas for Linux platforms) roll out updates in different ways, and 

some changes may appear in an app you use before you install an 

update from an app store or the Slack website. This can manifest itself 

in different text labels or even different icons within the app. 

Also, Slack didn’t harmonize its Android, iOS, and mobile/web apps 

very well in early releases, and while that’s improved over time, you 

will still find different interface elements and sometimes different 

labels in one or both of the mobile apps compared to the desktop and 

web apps, which are more closely synced up. 

Note: Slack’s Linux support has remained in beta for years. Slack
 

discontinued its Windows Phone beta client in 2018.
 

Before you can interact with Slack, you need to join a Slack workspace. 

Thus, the first thing this chapter looks at is handling a workspace 

invite along with how to Fill Out Your Workspace Profile and Set Up 

Two-Factor Authentication. 

With those important steps out of the way, I then examine the pros and 

cons of using the web app, as well as covering how to Use the Web 

App, how to Install a Native App, and how to Sign In to a Workspace 

that you’ve joined. 
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Handle a Workspace Invite
 

If you haven’t created a workspace, you’ll be invited to join one via a 

message with an invitation link, which opens in the Slack web app. 

You’re allowed to use the same email address with as many workspaces 

as you want. 

You obtain this invitation in one of four ways: 

•	 In most cases, your workspace’s administrator emails an invitation 

to you. (These can be re-issued if lost.) In paid plans, the invitation 

may have a customized message. In Figure 2, you can see an 

invitation to a Slack workspace called Aperiodical LLC. 

Figure 2: A Slack invitation can be customized on paid plans, but 
the Join Now button is the important element. 

•	 Some workspaces allow anyone with a given domain name in their 

email address to create an account. If that’s the case for you, in your 

web browser’s address field, enter workspace-name.slack.com/signup, 

then enter your email address and click Create Account. Slack 

generates an invitation email message and sends it to you. 
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Master the Interface 

In this chapter, I cover the many Slack interface controls that you’ll see 

often. Once you are familiar with what they do, where to find them, 

and how to use them, you’ll be ready to dive into the next chapters. 

Most desktop apps take advantage of interface conventions and system 

menus provided by the operating system, but for the most part, Slack’s 

desktop apps don’t: they’re very much like the web app. Thus, a Con-

trol-click or right-click in Slack’s Mac and Windows apps has no real 

effect—though it may bring up a Back or Copy command, as if you 

were in a web browser. The system menus, such as File and Edit, 

contain almost nothing. Choose Slack > Preferences in macOS, and it 

opens the custom settings view in the native app. Most of the controls 

are found within the Slack window. 

The upside of this is more consistency across every platform, including 

the web. The downside comes when you click and stare at interface 

elements, wondering how you get to options and settings. That’s 

especially true as you work back and forth between the desktop and 

mobile apps, since the mobile apps—particularly when viewed on a 

phone-sized screen—lack the space for the same interface elements. 

Most of the functionality does exist in the mobile apps, but accessing it 

tends to require an additional tap or swipe. 

Examine the Slack Window
 

Although what you see where depends on which Slack app you are 

using, Slack’s interface has, at its heart, three elements: the Work-

spaces sidebar, the Main Sidebar, and the Messaging Area (Figure 

11). Desktop and web apps also display a fourth area at times: a right-

hand pane that shows up when you select certain items in the toolbar 

in upper-right corner of the messaging area. 
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Figure 11: A typical Slack window (middle) broken into its compo-
nents. At top, left and right: the Workspaces sidebar (the current 
workspace has a white bar at its left) and the messaging area, where 
Slack discussion takes place. At bottom, left and right: the main 
sidebar with the active channel is highlighted and the conversation 
sidebar. (Screenshot courtesy of Slack.) 
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Post Basic Messages 

The atomic unit of Slack is the message, a chunk of text with a unique 

time stamp that appears chronologically in a channel or conversation. 

In this chapter, I look at the basics of messages, ranging from the 

etiquette of what you say to the practical issues of composing, editing, 

deleting, and responding. 

Note: In Go Beyond Basic Messages, I look at adding and managing 

message attachments, plus I cover two special kinds of text you can 

insert in the message timeline: snippets and posts. 

Write a Message
 

It’s easy to write a message. In any channel or conversation, with the 

insertion point or focus in the Message field, type some text: Hello, 

world! In a desktop or web app, press Return or Enter. In mobile apps, 

tap the send button. 

Note: In iOS, the send button is literally the word Send. In Android, 

it’s an icon, which we call the send button. 

To put a line break within a message without posting it, press Shift-

Return/Enter in desktop and web apps, or tap the Return key in 

mobile apps. (Combining multiple paragraphs in one message mini-

mizes notifications for people who receive an alert for everything that 

happens in a channel.) 

You can also paste text into the Message field. 
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Tip: If you mention a public channel in a message by typing a hash-

tag followed by its name, like #general, the name becomes a link in 

the posted message. Anyone with access to that channel can click the 

link to switch to it. (Slack has no equivalent to the hashtags used in 

Twitter or Facebook—if you prefix a word that’s not a channel name 

with a pound sign, nothing happens.) 

Tip: If you’ve entered text into the Message field in one conversation, 

then switch to another conversation, Slack puts a pencil icon to 

the left of the conversation name in the main sidebar to indicate 

you’ve left unsent text there. This doesn’t sync across apps, 

however: it only shows unsent text within the Slack app in which 

you’ve typed it. 

Note: Need to communicate more text or include more formatting 

than a message can contain nicely? Use a snippet or a post, dis-

cussed in Go Beyond Basic Messages. 

Use Threads 

Threads were a late addition to Slack, coming years into its develop-

ment. As such, even now, a couple of years after Slack incorporated 

threads, it often feels tacked on. (Some people may be completely 

unaware threading even exists!) 

A few important elements of Slack threading: 

•	 A thread appears as a response to a message in the main window. 

•	 Threads are nested a single level deep. You can’t nest or indent 

replies under threaded replies. 

•	 Threads posted in public channels can be viewed and search for by 

all members as well as guests with access to that channel. 

•	 Everyone in a private channel or DM conversation can see all mes-

sages in a thread in that channel or conversation. 
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Connect by Voice, Video, 

and Screen 

Slack used to be all about text, images, and files. But, starting a couple 

of years ago, it went multimedia and more. The current release lets you 

place audio calls, add video from participants, and (in paid plans) 

share screens. Slack added these options for parity with other plat-

forms and alternatives people have to staying entirely within Slack, like 

Skype and Zoom. 

The options available depend on your workspace’s plan. Audio and 

video calls can be made in free plans, but only within a two-person DM 

conversation. Only workspaces on paid tiers can initiate calls from a 

channel or a group DM, and those calls can have up to 15 participants. 

Screen sharing is available only in paid plans. 

Tip: You can also incorporate apps for video-conferencing and VoIP 

services—including using some services that ostensibly compete with 

Slack! See Appendix A: Install Apps for more about apps. 

Configure Your Hardware
 

Make sure you have the right headset, earbuds, or microphone in place 

before you get started. 

Slack doesn’t let you configure video, microphone, and headset options 

until you’re engaged in your first call. Slack defaults to your system 

preferences; for instance, on the Mac it uses the input and output 

chosen in System Preferences > Sound. 

When your first call starts, click the gear icon in the upper-left 

corner of the window right away to open the Settings popover and 

specify which audio input and output you want. For paid plans, you 
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also have options to choose video inputs and, if your app and platform 

can share screens, keystrokes associated with that (Figure 57). 

Figure 57: If your system default choices aren’t what you’d like to 
use, select your preferred options. 

To confirm that your mic works, speak into it while watching the 

volume in the Audio Settings popover, which appears as a dashed line. 

The more green dashes that appear as you talk, the louder you’re 

speaking. (These dashes are supposed to look like rectangular green 
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Work with Channels 

Channels fall just below workspaces in the Slack hierarchy, letting 

workspace members communicate in a topic-based structure. I would 

wager that despite a lot of communication in conversations, the vast 

majority of interaction in Slack happens in channels. 

A channel has either a hash or a lock icon before its name 

wherever it appears in Slack, which respectively indicate whether a 

channel is public or private. 

Note: Private channels appear in your list only if you’re a member of 

that channel; even workspace admins don’t see private channels 

unless they’re a member. 

Every Slack workspace starts with two channels populated by the 

system: #general and #random. From there, workspaces chart their own 

course. 

Note: Some workspaces may change the names of these channels. 

In this chapter, I’ll explain how to join an existing channel, how to 

Create a Channel, and how to Interact in a Channel. 

Join a Channel
 

As noted just above, Slack has both public and private channels. You 

can search through a directory for public channels to join, or you can 

be invited by someone who is part of a channel already. You have to be 

invited to a private channel. 
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Find and Join a Public Channel 

You can find available public channels in several ways, depending on 

the Slack app you’re using. 

Use the Channels Header 

In the main sidebar, click or tap the Channels header text. A channel 

listing appears. The listing is unfortunately different depending on 

your app, but it generally shows a list of available channels and ones 

you’ve already joined. Here’s what you find on each platform: 

•	 In desktop and web apps, full members will see “Channels you can 

join” at the top and “Channels you belong to” further down (Figure 

68). Guests typically see only “Channels you belong to.” Each 

channel has a little additional information with it, including its 

original creator and a short description. At the top of the directory, 

the Search field and the Show and Sort pop-up menus allow you to 

view the directory in different ways. 

Figure 68: The channel directory shows public channels you can join 
(at the top) and those of which you’re a member (further down). 
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Conduct Direct Message 

Conversations 

In Slack, direct messages, also called DMs, are used for one-on-one 

conversations and for group conversations with up to nine people total. 

Unlike a channel, which has a descriptive name—like #acct-general or 

#edit-general—the title of a DM conversation in the sidebar is based 

on the people with whom you’re conversing—like Tonya, Adam—and 

always remains the same. DM conversations are analogous to instant 

messaging or group messaging. In fact, these conversations can replace 

your use of an instant-messaging (IM) service, such as SMS, Whats-

App, iMessage, or Google Hangouts. 

Slack suggests, and I agree, that group DMs are best suited for brief 

interactions among a static group of people. If you want to add or 

remove people, a channel works better (see Work with Channels). 

Tip: If your DM conversation persists, you can convert it to a private 

channel in a desktop or web app. Click the channel name in the 

toolbar and choose “Convert to private channel.” Confirm, then name 

the private channel. 

All DMs may be viewed and searched only by the participants, a fact 

that may be incidental for some interactions but essential for others— 

in fact, only members can even see that a DM conversation exists. If 

privacy is paramount, you may prefer to set up a private channel, 

which offers more flexibility; for details, see the sidebar DM Conversa-

tions vs. Private Channels, earlier. 

Note: A file uploaded to a DM may only be viewed by the participants 

in that conversation. After it’s uploaded, the file appears in the Files 

pane with the label “Private file” underneath its name. 
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Note: If you are a single-channel guest, you can direct-message 

only with people who are participants in the channel to which you 

belong, unless you belong to #general, which lets you message with 

everyone—except other guests who aren’t joined to #general. Multi-

channel guests automatically belong to #general, so they can start 

conversations with all regular members, multi-channel guests, and 

single-channel guests joined to #general. 

Start a DM Conversation
 

You can start a DM conversation in a lot of ways, but the most obvious 

one is to click or tap the Add button next to Direct Messages in the 

main sidebar to open the Direct Messages dialog. (Recall that, in iOS, 

you tap the Slack icon, and in Android, the workspace icon, to view 

the main sidebar.) For additional methods, see the sidebar More Ways 

to Start a Direct Message. 

With the Direct Messages dialog (in desktop and web apps) or New 

Conversation view (in mobile apps) open: 

•	 Desktop and web apps: Select, type, arrow up or down, or use 

autocomplete to add people to the “Find or start a conversation” 

field. Click Go when you’re ready to start (Figure 79). 

Figure 79: Select participants and click Go. 

•	 Mobile apps: For each person you want to add, tap the circle next 

to their name so it fills. Tap Next to begin the conversation. 

Slack opens the message list to your new DM conversation. The top of 

the list displays information about it, noting who you’ve included in it. 

(In desktop and mobile apps, Slack tells you it’s the start of “your 
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Configure Notifications 

Slack has a fine array of options to notify you about things that happen 

in channels and conversations. It also supports the notion of presence, 

a term for how your availability appears to other people on your 

workspace. Slack adjusts how it notifies you depending on your pres-

ence, and people in your workspace can view your status to determine 

whether you’re likely to see a new message in Slack or be notified of 

one. The presence-related features in Slack are not as rich as in some 

other messaging systems, but presence is a key part of Slack interac-

tion, so it’s worth mastering the nuances. 

I’ll begin by explaining how your presence is determined, and then 

help you Control Slack Notifications so that you receive precisely the 

kind of visual indicators and notifications that match your needs, 

workspace by workspace and channel by channel. The chapter ends 

with directions for overriding Slack’s notifications at the operating 

system level, in Control Slack Notifications on Your Device. 

Make Your Presence Known
 

Presence is a techie term that combines both “where you’re at” and 

“what you’re doing.” It’s used by systems to make a determination 

about when to avoid bothering you, as well as by people who want to 

know what’s up with you. 

If you have more than one device signed in to the same Google ac-

count, or have multiple iOS and macOS devices that share the same 

Apple ID for iMessage and iCloud services, you probably know what 

I’m talking about. When you receive a message, all your devices and 

computers may alert you at once—terrible! But if everything is config-

ured and the system obeys your settings, only the hardware you’re 

actively using pings you. The other devices remain silent or display a 

quiet notification. 
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In Slack, your presence can let other group members know whether 

you’re available, though Slack doesn’t offer enough gradations to be as 

useful as most other messaging systems. 

The three presence modes are: away, inactive, and snoozing. (Snoozing 

is sometimes called Do Not Disturb.) In some cases, Slack will auto-

matically switch you into a different mode, while in others, your 

actions set your mode. 

You can also set a custom status field to tell people what you’re cur-

rently up to; it expires after a period of time you choose. 

What Your Presence Reveals 

Slack indicates presence for each member of a workspace with a small 

round , square , or a right-triangle icon that appears in all 

sorts of places: to the left of a person’s name, as in the main sidebar’s 

Direct Messages list; overlaid in the lower-right corner of their avatar, 

as in the Workspace Directory; and to the right of someone’s name, as 

in their profile. 

This icon lets you see at a glance what someone’s current state of 

activity is in the workspace. 

To see what your current presence is set as: 

•	 In desktop and web apps, look to the left of your name at the top of 

the main sidebar, below the workspace name (Figure 82). 

Figure 82: At the top of the main sidebar, your presence appears as 
a small icon to the left of your account name. 
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Search Effectively 

Because Slack works quite a bit like a message-based social network 

or instant messaging system, important information often scrolls off 

the top of the screen quickly in active conversations. 

Finding that information later has a high value, and this short chapter 

covers some important ground by detailing how to get the most out of 

Slack’s Search feature. Unlike a typical search engine, Slack provides 

context around search results, making it easy to see the portion of the 

discussion in which they occur. 

What Text Does Slack Search? 

Slack’s search finds matches from within your personal set of search-

able content: 

✦ All public channels (active and archived). Full members can 

restrict searches to only public channels they’ve joined, while 

guests only see results from those channels. 

✦ All active private channels in which you remain a member, or, for 

archived channels, were a member at the time they were 

archived. 

✦ All your direct messages and group DMs. 

✦	 The contents of all files uploaded or linked for indexing (via Google 

Docs and other services) that are accessible to you. 

Note: As always, this only applies to the most recent 10,000 mes-

sage in free plans.
 

Compose Queries
 

Every Slack app has a search option in the messaging view, whether it 

appears as a full Search field or a Search button you tap (in the 

mobile apps). You can also use the slash command /s in the Message 
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field—it’s a valid command, but Slack doesn’t show it as an option. 

(You can also type /search.) 

Tip: You can also invoke it in desktop and web apps via Command/ 

Control-F. However, when you use a keystroke shortcut, Slack 

constrains the search to the current conversation, as discussed later. 

Slack lets you type freeform queries. For instance, if you search on 

apple, the app sends a query to its central store of your workspace’s 

messages and brings up every message and uploaded or directly linked 

file that contains apple—but only from conversations to which you 

have access, which can include all public channels. 

Tip: As you start typing in a query in a desktop or web app, Slack will 

try to match it against the channels, workspace members visible to 

you, and previous searches and show those. 

You can enter more specific search terms to refine your search. This is 

useful when you’re looking for something particular or when you get 

too many matches from a general search query—or not enough. 

You can start by restricting matches to phrases by putting a set of 

words in quotation marks, like "iPhone malware". 

To make a broader match, try wildcard matching by adding an asterisk 

(*) at the end of a full or partial word. The word stub has to have at 

least three letters before the asterisk. For instance, if you want to find 

detail, detailed, details, and detailing, you could search on detail*. 

Stop Words 

Like many systems, Slack has a set of words it ignores in general 

searches because they occur too frequently; these are called stop 

words. Slack’s list comprises: a, an, and, are, as, at, be, but, by, 

for, if, in, into, is, it, no, not, of, on, or, s, such, that, the, their, then, 

there, these, they, this, to, was, will, and with. 

Slack will match these words when they’re used as part of a phrase
 

in quotation marks, however.
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Chat with Slackbot 

Although Slack workspaces are primarily populated with real people, 

every Slack workspace includes a bot, a non-human automated inter-

action system, called Slackbot. With a presence icon in the shape of a 

heart , Slackbot is your plastic pal who’s fun to be with (to quote The 

Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy). 

Note: Slackbot isn’t an app as such, even though other bots you can 

install into a Slack workspace are, because it’s part of Slack and can’t 

be removed. It also isn’t configured in the same way as third-party 

connections to your Slack workspace. 

When you join a workspace, Slackbot welcomes you and offers some 

introductory topics about which you can learn (Figure 96). It’s your 

concierge in conversations, too, talking to you privately when you paste 

in a link (such as to Google Drive) or use an app to certain external 

services for the first time, like the project-management system Asana: 

Slackbot asks about your preferences for how Asana works with Slack 

and stores your answers in your Slack account in that workspace. 

Figure 96: Slackbot says hello and offers suggestions. 

Slackbot was designed to be fun and not annoying, but it’s also useful: 

Slack relies on Slackbot to send you alerts, and you can ask Slackbot to 

set reminders. 
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Slackbot’s Public and Private Voices 

Slackbot has two kinds of interactions with workspace members: 

public and private. When there’s a channel reminder (described 

below) or a sassy automated keyword response (also described 

below), Slackbot posts a public message. These public messages are 

things that everyone in a channel or conversation sees, and they 

appear in the same type style as members’ messages. 

However, when Slackbot interacts with you directly, those messages 

are private. To emphasize that, Slack puts the note “Only visible to 

you” above or to the right of its name in the message. Slackbot 

messages to you are further highlighted by either a gray tone ap-

pearing behind its private messages or the text appearing in gray. 

Watch for Alerts
 

When something happens in Slack that you should know about, you 

get a message from Slackbot, typically in the channel or conversation 

in which you’re already focused. 

However, events can happen elsewhere, and Slackbot tracks those too. 

A notable case is when someone else @mentions you in a channel in 

which you are not a member. Slackbot asks them whether to invite you 

or send you a link (Figure 97). (In a private channel, Let Me Know 

doesn’t appear, because a link can’t be shared.) For any action but Do 

Nothing, you hear from Slackbot (Figure 98). 

Figure 97: When I @mentioned Joe in a channel that he hadn’t 
joined, Slackbot asked ask me what to do. 
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Appendix A: Install Apps 

Slack wants to provide more features—way more features!—than the 

company could ever create on its own. Its approach is to be a platform 

upon which other services can build. This commitment, and third-

party developers’ embrace of it, has become one of the best things 

about Slack. 

Making conduits to other ecosystems possible, and providing access 

to extra single-purpose tools, even tiny ones, makes Slack richer and 

more useful. These third-party connections are called apps. 

Note: Slack originally called these integrations, but shifted a couple
 

of years ago to refer to them as apps, which is more accurate. It’s 


software code that runs on the Slack platform, like an app runs in
 

Android or macOS.
 

For example, your workspace may be using an app that ties into a task-

management system like Trello or JIRA to push certain notifications 

into a Slack channel or to you via a direct message. Apps also include 

automated-response systems, or bots. A bot appears like another 

workspace member, and can respond to a variety of requests, from 

ordering a pizza to updating a linked calendar. 

All workspaces include Slackbot, which is built by Slack and a key part 

of how Slack “talks” to you privately about things happening in Slack. I 

discuss Slackbot earlier in Chat with Slackbot. 

Note: Paid workspaces can install unlimited apps; free workspaces 

can add up to 10. With free workspaces, the Google Drive, Dropbox, 

Box, and RSS feed options count as apps, and are added the first 

time they’re invoked. With paid plans, several apps, including Google 

Drive, are shown as available even before they’re linked to a remote 

account, as they’re so commonly used. 
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Explore Common Slack Apps
 

You might assume that certain apps are just part of Slack if you belong 

to multiple workspaces, because so many Slack workspaces install the 

following apps: 

•	 Giphy: With Giphy installed, type /giphy followed by one or more 

words and the animated GIF site’s extensive archives are combed 

for keyword matches, and an “appropriate” randomly selected entry 

is inserted into the messaging stream. It’s like visual punctuation. 

Tip: Giphy often inspires people to learn the slash command /col‐

lapse, which hides all open image and link previews in the current 


channel or conversation. If you find animated GIFs annoying or
 

inappropriate, use /collapse or lobby to remove the Giphy integra-

tion entirely.
 

•	 Google Calendar: With Google Calendar, you can push calendar 

events and reminders from a shared calendar into a channel, help-

ing people remember what’s coming up (Figure 102). 

Figure 102: Google Calendar can remind you of upcoming events, 
among other things. 

• Google Hangouts: You can start a Google Hangouts session from 

within Slack with its app installed by typing /hangout; it inserts into 

the current channel or conversation a message containing a link 

that all participants can then click. Zoom is a common alternative. 

• IFTTT: The popular service IFTTT is short for “if this, then that”— 

and it lets you specify conditions that cause something to happen, 
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About This Book 

Thank you for purchasing this Take Control book. We hope you find 

it both useful and enjoyable to read. We welcome your comments. 

Ebook Extras
 

You can access extras related to this ebook on the web. Once you’re 

on the ebook’s Take Control Extras page, you can: 

•	 Download any available new version of the ebook for free, or buy 

a subsequent edition at a discount. 

•	 Download various formats, including PDF, EPUB, and Mobipocket. 

(Learn about reading on mobile devices on our Device Advice page.) 

•	 Read the ebook’s blog. You may find new tips or information, as 

well as a link to an author interview. 

•	 Find out if we have any update plans for the ebook. 

If you bought this ebook from the Take Control website, it has been 

automatically added to your account, where you can download it in 

other formats and access any future updates. However, if you bought 

this ebook elsewhere, you can add it to your account manually: 

•	 If you already have a Take Control account, log in to your account, 

then click the “access extras…” link above. 

•	 If you don’t have a Take Control account, first make one by follow-

ing the directions that appear when you click the “access extras…” 

link above. Then, once you are logged in to your new account, add 

your ebook by clicking the “access extras…” link a second time. 

Note: If you try these directions and find that your device is incom-

patible with the Take Control website, contact us. 
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materials. In other words, use this information at your own risk. 
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product names, or named features that appear in this title are assumed to be the property 

of their respective owners. All product names and services are used in an editorial fashion 

only, with no intention of infringement. No such use, or the use of any trade name, is 
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We aren’t Apple: This title is an independent publication and has not been authorized, 

sponsored, or otherwise approved by Apple Inc. Because of the nature of this title, it uses 

terms that are registered trademarks or service marks of Apple Inc. If you’re into that sort 

of thing, you can view a complete list of Apple Inc.’s registered trademarks and service 
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