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Foreword

My cofounders and I never could have imagined that our internal collabo-
ration tool would eventually revolutionize workplace communications 
and change how people work. At that time, email was the default coor-

dinating point for communications and information, but inside our company — 
which was split between New York City, San Francisco, and Vancouver — it was 
simply too slow. We wanted a better, quicker solution than email for working 
together and across great distances. So, like any group of engineers would, we set 
out to build one.

Designed to bring the tools you use and the people you work with every day into 
one place, Slack, we believe, is a better way of working together than email. 
Meaningful teamwork and engagement on Slack happens in channels, which you 
can read more about in Chapter 3. Channels and shared channels (between mul-
tiple organizations) represent a more efficient mechanism for workplace com-
munication and are organized by team or projects, which helps facilitate relevant 
exchanges and productivity.

These channels quickly become rich, dense, searchable archives of information, 
giving users quick access to all the information they need in one centralized loca-
tion. (You can find out more on the power of search in Slack in Chapter 7.) Slack is 
made even more powerful by integrating third-party apps to accomplish a range 
of tasks spanning all major categories of work, including project management, 
finance, design, customer support, and more. As you can read in Chapter 10, Slack 
has thousands of apps in its directory — all designed to make your workday more 
productive.

Even in its earliest iterations, we viewed Slack as more than a simple messaging 
tool. When we talk about Slack as a collaboration hub, we don’t just mean people 
sending messages to one another, but more broadly, the work that is enabled 
across teams on a single platform. Slack started as a tool we built to answer our 
small company’s needs, and it turns out those needs were pretty universal, from 
coffee roasters to healthcare offices to some of the world’s largest financial ser-
vices companies. If you’re reading this book, it’s likely you’re in a similar situation.



I hope Slack For Dummies gives you strong foundational knowledge about what 
Slack can do to improve your workplace communications, and by reading it, you’re 
able to pick up a few tips and tricks along the way. In the end, every business is 
made up of teams who are looking for a better way to work together. We’re happy 
and grateful to be a part of your journey.

— Cal Henderson, cofounder and Chief Technology Officer, Slack Technologies, Inc.
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Introduction

Not that long ago, the world’s most successful organizations relied upon 
typewriters, landlines, inter-office memos, and secretaries. Email and 
even fax machines didn’t exist. Back then, employees took actual 

vacations.

Don’t believe me? Watch a few episodes of AMC’s Mad Men. Odds are that you 
probably won’t recognize the 1960s’ world of work. Although it predates me by a 
few years, it’s an authentic portrayal of office life back then.

The modern-day workplace is a far cry from those quaint days. Employees today 
are bombarded with a constant barrage of often pointless emails, text messages, 
meeting requests, phone calls, and information. The era of Big Data is here, and 
far too often multi-tasking reigns supreme. The idea of working without inter-
ruptions is foreign to many employees. Thanks to smartphones, we’re almost 
always reachable, even when we are supposed to be on vacation.

If you’re stressed while on the clock, at least take solace in the fact that you’re not 
alone. According to a 2018 Korn Ferry survey, “Nearly two-thirds of professionals 
say their stress levels at work are higher than they were five years ago.” (Read the 
study at https://tinyurl.com/y2jxeatr.)

Enter Slack, a tool that makes work more manageable and less overwhelming. 
Slack’s cohesive set of powerful features allows employees to regain control of 
their professional lives in a number of simple yet effective ways. In addition, Slack 
allows you to communicate and collaborate well with your colleagues, managers, 
clients, partners, and vendors.

No, Slack doesn’t solve every conceivable workplace problem. No software pro-
gram can. Still, when used properly, Slack helps employers build valuable organi-
zational knowledge bases, increase productivity and transparency, and often 
maintain an edge over their competition. Employees benefit as well in the form of 
less chaotic work environments, fewer emails, being able to more easily find key 
information, and much more.

https://tinyurl.com/y2jxeatr


2      Slack For Dummies

About This Book
Slack For Dummies is the most extensive guide on how to use this powerful, flexi-
ble, affordable, and user-friendly collaboration tool. It provides an in-depth over-
view of Slack’s most valuable features — some of which even experienced users 
may have overlooked since adopting it. This text goes beyond merely showing you 
how to install, configure, and customize Slack. It also offers practical tips on how 
individual users, groups, and even entire firms can get the most out of it. In short, 
this is the book that I wish I had when I taught myself Slack years ago.

As with all titles in the For Dummies series, you’ll find the book’s organization and 
flow straightforward and intuitive. The tone is conversational. Ideally, you’ll have 
fun while concurrently learning how to use an increasingly important, popular, 
and useful application. I certainly had fun writing it.

Foolish Assumptions
I wrote Slack For Dummies with a number of different cohorts in mind:

 » People who are frustrated from wasting time at work mired in their inboxes 
and have finally had enough.

 » People who generally want to know more about how Slack works.

 » Organization decision makers who (correctly) believe that their employees can 
collaborate and communicate better and be more productive.

 » Employees at organizations that have already experimented with or pur-
chased Slack and want to do more with it.

 » People in different social or professional groups who need an easy way to 
communicate with fellow members, coordinate events, and the like.

Slack For Dummies is geared toward everyday users, not application developers. To 
be sure, I mention a few resources for people who want to know more about build-
ing new apps. Make no mistake, though: This book is for normal users. If you are 
a proper developer and you’re looking for a text on how to build Slack apps and 
access its application programming interfaces, unfortunately you’ll have to go 
elsewhere.
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Slack For Dummies presumes zero prior use or even knowledge of the application. 
Nada. If you’re not exactly tech-savvy, then fret not. Perhaps you’re merely curi-
ous about what this “Slack thing” can do and how you’d do it. Congratulations: 
You’ve found the right text.

I do, however, assume the following:

 » You are curious about how Slack can make your work life less chaotic.

 » You receive plenty of internal emails and sometimes struggle managing your 
inbox.

 » You know how to use a proper computer, whether it’s a Mac or PC.

 » You can navigate mobile devices, such as smartphones or tablets.

 » At some point in your life, you’ve accessed the World Wide Web with an 
Internet browser.

I’m a firm believer in truth in advertising. By way of background, my editor and I 
wanted to keep this book at a reasonable length and cost. To do so, we made a few 
conscious decisions about its content, and I want you to know about them from 
the get-go.

First, the book that you’re holding isn’t nearly as long as War and Peace, but it cer-
tainly isn’t slim. Please understand going in that Slack For Dummies does not 
include step-by-step directions on how to configure and tweak each and every 
setting or feature in any single Slack plan, never mind all four of them. Such a task 
is simply impractical. Even if it were, Slack adds new features on a regular basis 
and sometimes changes existing ones. All software companies do today. The fleas 
come with the dog.

Just about every other author of a contemporary book of a robust application has 
had to confront the same inherent tradeoff. I’m not special. Consider Greg 
Harvey’s Excel 2019 For Dummies (Wiley Publishing, Inc.), a 432-page tome on 
Microsoft’s iconic spreadsheet program. As comprehensive as that text is, it does 
not contain detailed examples of all Excel functions and features because it can’t. 
Nor can it cover all of the subtle distinctions between the Excel Mac and PC 
versions. The same limitation applies to the equally lengthy WordPress For Dummies 
(Wiley) by Lisa Sabin-Wilson and countless others in this series.

I’ve deliberately chosen my battles here. Slack For Dummies highlights:

 » What I believe are Slack’s essential and frequently used features

 » Obscure features that members should use — or at the very least know 
about — and how to intelligently use them
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In some cases, I describe a feature without spending valuable space on how to 
actually do it because Slack makes it self-explanatory.

Second and in a similar vein, I have intentionally written all the instructions in 
this book to be as device-agnostic as possible. In other words, I demonstrate how 
to do things in Slack by using its desktop application. In some necessary cases, I 
do the same by accessing Slack via a browser. Put differently, I almost always 
demonstrate Slack’s functionality using a proper computer, whether that’s a PC or 
a Mac.

No, I’m not living in the 1970s and 1980s. (Well, maybe with my taste in music, 
but that’s a different discussion.) I know full well that mobile devices arrived in 
earnest a long time ago. At times, I’ll mention how you can perform a specific 
Slack action on a smartphone or tablet. Largely due to space considerations, how-
ever, I simply cannot replicate how to execute each Slack task on all iOS and 
Android versions and devices. Minor differences persist. Even if I somehow man-
aged to pull that off in the following pages, you’d probably find half of my direc-
tions irrelevant to you. I have met very few people who use both types of devices. 
People typically pick one side or the other. Brass tacks: To borrow a line from 
Greek philosophy, in this book the needs of the many outweigh the needs of 
the few.

Fear not, young Jedi. The vast majority of users find Slack to be remarkably intu-
itive. You’ll soon be able to naturally perform most of Slack’s key functions on the 
mobile device of your choice. In the event that you’re flummoxed about how to 
accomplish something on your phone or tablet, Slack’s website contains detailed 
instructions on how to do whatever you want on just about whatever device you 
want.

Icons Used in This Book
Throughout the margins of this book are small pictures that highlight key 
information:

This icon highlights shortcuts that should save you some time.

Be careful whenever you see this icon.
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This icon highlights technical information that may or may not interest you.  
If not, then feel free to skip it.

You’ll want to keep key points in mind as you work in Slack. This icon highlights 
those points.

Beyond the Book
In addition to what you’re reading right now, this product also comes with a free 
access-anywhere Cheat Sheet that gives you a Slack-term glossary and a list of 
keyboard shortcuts. To get this Cheat Sheet, simply go to www.dummies.com and 
type Slack For Dummies Cheat Sheet in the Search box.

Where to Go from Here
You need not start this book on page one and continue to the end; Slack For Dum-
mies isn’t a novel. If you’ve already dabbled with this powerful collaboration tool, 
then you can jump around to the sections that pique your interest. I’ve written it 
in that vein.

If you’re only considering hopping on the Slack train or have only heard about it, 
then you should start with the first two chapters. From there, you’ll want to read 
the book in a relatively linear manner.

Regardless of where you ultimately start reading, you’ll find it helpful to create a 
new, free Slack workspace or log into an existing one. I also recommend down-
loading the Slack app for your computer and at least one mobile device. I have 
taught myself how to use plenty of new programming languages, applications, 
and technologies over the years. Throughout my career, I have found that getting 
my hands dirty and doing the exercises myself to be invaluable.

The journey begins now.

http://www.dummies.com/


6      Slack For Dummies

THANK YOU
Thank you for buying Slack For Dummies. I hope that you find it useful, informative, and 
even a little entertaining. Throughout this book, I have emphasized the many potential 
benefits of Slack and how to take advantage of them.

I qualified the previous statement because Slack has never been an elixir to all corpo-
rate ills and sources of dysfunction. It never will be — nor will any technology or app, for 
that matter. Employees who revert to email and use Slack intermittently will fail to rec-
ognize its considerable advantages. As with any new tool, Slack’s ultimate success 
hinges upon many factors. At the top of my list are opening your mind and setting real-
istic expectations for what it can and can’t do.

I wish you the best of luck on your journey to communicate and collaborate better with 
your colleagues. Let me know if I can help.

Slack on,

Phil Simon | www.philsimon.com

April 28, 2020
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Chapter 1
Why Slack Exists

What is Slack anyway? Where did it come from? Was it the result of  
long-term planning, a eureka moment, or a happy accident? And what 
business problems can it solve, anyway?

This chapter answers these questions in spades. Further, it provides some back-
ground information about Slack.

Introducing Slack
Slack stands for Searchable Log of All Conversation and Knowledge. This is what many 
in the business world call a backronym: a contrived acronym. To be sure, I’ve seen 
plenty of backronyms — especially in my HR days. In this case, though, the term 
happens to be entirely fitting.

Slack is “where work happens.” This is the pithy answer  — and the one that 
adorns the company’s website. The company’s lofty mission is “to make work life 
simpler, more pleasant, and more productive.”

I’ll cut to the chase: Mission accomplished.

At a high level, Slack is a relatively new and powerful application that allows 
people to work, communicate, and collaborate better  — one that has become 

IN THIS CHAPTER

 » Identifying the reasons that so many 
employers and employees embrace 
Slack

 » Uncovering Slack’s advantages over 
email

 » Understanding the many business 
problems that Slack solves
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increasingly popular since its launch way back in August 2013. At its core, Slack 
brings people together to accomplish goals through what it now calls a workspace. 
(Slack used to call this a team.) Figure 1-1 shows what one looks like.

If you’re chomping at the bit and can’t wait any longer, take an online tour of 
Slack by visiting https://slack.com/features.

Slack’s popularity has exploded since its early days. As such, you may think that 
the idea behind Slack required years of meticulous planning and deliberation. And 
you’d be wrong. If you’re curious about Slack’s origins, check out the nearby side-
bar “A happy accident: Slack’s background and history.” To listen to a longer ver-
sion of the Slack story from the mouth of CEO and co-founder Stewart Butterfield 
himself, go to bit.ly/sl-podc.

In effect, Slack accidentally popularized — and some would argue even created — 
a new and colossal product category. This is no easy feat. International Data Corp 
labels this category the team collaborative applications market. The research firm 
estimates that worldwide spending on collaboration software is currently $16.5 
billion and will reach more than $26.6 billion by 2023.

Slack is a nicely packaged set of integrated collaboration tools. In the interest of 
full disclosure and as Chapter 14 covers, though, other software vendors previ-
ously released somewhat comparable products.

Chapter 7 covers Slack’s search functionality in depth.

FIGURE 1-1: 
Slack workspace 

of a college 
professor.

https://slack.com/features
http://www.bit.ly/sl-podc
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A HAPPY ACCIDENT: SLACK’S BACKGROUND 
AND HISTORY
In 2009, Stewart Butterfield, Eric Costello, Cal Henderson, and Serguei Mourachov 
started a company called Tiny Speck based out of Vancouver, British Columbia. The 
company was building a massively multiplayer online game called Glitch.

After a few years of toiling away, the Tiny Speck founders realized that Glitch was never 
going to reach critical mass. Most startup founders have a hard time killing their dar-
lings, but Butterfield and his cofounders could no longer ignore the obvious: It was time 
to abandon ship.

Don’t mistake this story, though, as another example of an irresponsible startup deplet-
ing its funds. By way of background, Butterfield and his team were experienced entre-
preneurs. (Butterfield’s previous company, Ludicorp, had sold its photo-sharing service 
Flickr to Yahoo! in 2005 for roughly $25 million.) Tiny Speck managed its money well and 
still had plenty of runway, to use the parlance of Silicon Valley.

Tiny Speck’s founders offered to return all their remaining funding to their investors, but 
the entrepreneurs first wanted to float an idea. While building Glitch, the team had cob-
bled together a valuable internal collaboration tool. The entrepreneurs enjoyed working 
with one another, and they were curious about where this new tool could go. Tiny 
Speck’s investors agreed and let them pivot.

Slack launched the beta version of its product in August 2013. Roughly 8,000 people 
immediately signed up. Slack grew quickly and organically, largely thanks to marketing’s 
holy grail: word-of-mouth.

Growth has exploded since then. With Butterfield as CEO, Slack Technologies, Inc. 
started trading on June 20, 2019, on the New York Stock Exchange under the apropos 
symbol $WORK. Its value exceeded $14 billion on February 11, 2020, after it closed a 
massive deal with IBM. Here are some fascinating Slack statistics:

• As of January 2020, more than 12 million people use Slack. Collectively, they send 
more than a billion messages every day.

• Every week and on average, an astonishing five billion actions take place on Slack. 
I’m talking about reading and writing messages, uploading files, commenting on 
them, searching for content, automating tasks, and interacting with third-party 
apps.

(continued)



12      PART 1  Working Smarter and Better with Slack

• Approximately half of Slack’s daily active users live and work outside of the United 
States.

• You can find Slack users in more than 150 countries in the world.

• More than 600,000 organizations use Slack — more than 100,000 of which pay for 
it. Customers include Pinterest, Airbnb, CNN, Target, and Zappos.

• At least 65 percent of Fortune 100 companies pay for Slack.

• As of this writing and according to LinkedIn, 42 percent of Slack’s more than 2,000 
employees in its 18 offices previously worked at a top-80 tech company. By com-
parison, at Google that number is 58 percent.

• Nearly 22 percent of Slack employees graduated from a top-30 university. This 
number is second to Google’s 22.3 percent.

• The accounting firm Kruze Consulting found that 60 percent of funded startups not 
only use Slack, but they pay for the privilege of doing so.

For more interesting Slack facts, go to bit.ly/sl-facts.

(continued)

UNDER THE HOOD
Slack uses an impressive array of powerful, contemporary technologies, programming 
languages, and frameworks to work its magic. That is, it does not attempt to cram every-
thing into a single language or framework because one size does not fit all.

According to chief technology officer Cal Henderson (and author of this book’s 
foreword):

• Slack’s web client/desktop app runs on a mix of JavaScript, ECMAScript 6 (ES6), and 
React.

• Slack’s Android client is written in a mix of Java and Kotlin.

• Slack’s iOS app relies upon both Objective C and Swift.

As for hosting, Slack engages Amazon Web Services (AWS), the world’s most popular 
provider of cloud computing. Visit bit.ly/slackstack for more on the specific tech-
nologies that Slack uses.

http://www.bit.ly/sl-facts
http://www.bit.ly/slackstack
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Meeting Slack’s Users and Customers
Thanks to its flexibility, Slack appeals to the smallest of startups, the largest of 
conglomerates, and organizations of every size in between. Firms old and new 
have jumped on the bandwagon.

Next, using Slack is not a binary. As you can see in Chapter 2, organizations can 
test its waters without making long-term financial commitments. (In this case, 
you can get a little bit pregnant.) Beyond that, individuals, groups, and depart-
ments can benefit from using Slack even if it hasn’t spread throughout the entire 
organization — yet. To be fair, though, putting less into Slack means that employ-
ers will get less out of it.

The industries that use Slack run the gamut: technology, media, music, higher 
education, retail, hair salons, and restaurants. I’m hard-pressed to think of an 
area that Slack hasn’t touched. Beyond scrappy upstarts and for-profit organiza-
tions, government agencies such as the U.S. Census Bureau and the State Depart-
ment also call themselves Slack customers. Tech-savvy and tieless ex-Democratic 
presidential candidate Andrew Yang used it to quickly bring his new campaign 
volunteers up to speed. I could keep going but you catch my drift.

As for age, Slack users run the gamut. If you think that it’s a tool exclusively for 
millennial hipsters, think again. I’m anything but a 20-something, and people far 
older than I use it on a daily basis.

Most fascinating to me, an increasing number of informal groups creatively use 
Slack to assign tasks, plan events, and communicate. I’m talking here about book 
clubs, hiking groups, sports leagues, and others. Then there are families. Yes, 
families. (Read more at bit.ly/sl-fam3.)

Bottom line: Slack appeals to diverse types, sizes, and compositions of formal 
organizations and informal groups. Every day, Slack allows millions of people to 
eschew outdated and ineffective communication methods. The biggest culprit: the 
mass email thread. Slack’s ability to significantly curtail internal email represents 
a major reason that so many enlightened souls have embraced it.

To read detailed case studies on how different organizations and industries use 
Slack in creative ways, go to bit.ly/slackwow.

http://www.bit.ly/sl-fam3
http://www.bit.ly/slackwow
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Understanding Why Slack Exists
In hindsight, the birth of Slack was serendipitous. Lest you dismiss it, though, the 
problems that Slack solves are anything but trivial.

HOW I BECAME A SLACK FANBOY
In August 2016, I began my new career as a full-time college professor. I started teach-
ing technology- and data-related subjects at ASU’s W. P. Carey School of Business.

During my first year, my plate was beyond full. In no particular order, I had to familiarize 
myself with material for three different 400-level classes. Beyond preparing lectures, 
I felt compelled to overhaul most of my predecessors’ opaque syllabi, assignment 
rubrics, and presentation slides.

Oh, I’m nowhere close to finished describing my to-do list.

I also needed to complete a number of obligatory school-specific training courses, 
figure out how academe works, meet with students, grade papers, design exercises to 
promote active learning, record videos, and become proficient at the school’s learning-
management system or LMS at the time (Blackboard). Oh, and I wrote a book for my 
analytics class.

No, I wasn’t bored.

On the collaboration and communications side, like many of my colleagues, I immedi-
ately found Blackboard wanting. Given my other responsibilities, though, I wasn’t about 
to rock the boat from the get-go. (Even if I had loved Blackboard, using another tool 
would have benefited my students. After all, the vast majority of my students certainly 
wouldn’t be using an LMS after graduating.)

During my first two semesters, I experimented with some different in-class communica-
tion tools, such as Google Forms and WordPress. Ultimately, nothing really struck my 
fancy. Yes, those tchotchkes were useful, but they just weren’t integrated. I didn’t want 
to confuse my students. What’s more, those standalone tools didn’t encourage targeted 
communications with them.

With a year of teaching under my belt, in fall 2017, I decided to give Slack a whirl.

In a nutshell, Slack changed everything. I have proudly used it every semester since for 
all my classes. I have even convinced some of my hidebound colleagues to give it a shot. 
Not a day goes by that I don’t use Slack. For the most part, my students love it.


