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Abstract

Workplace gossip is a widespread phenomenon around the
world. Nevertheless, organizational literature has paid little
attention to gossip and management research surrounding gossip
is scarce. Furthermore, almost always, in this field of study, the
term “gossip” has negative connotations. However gossip can be
an organizational phenomenon both positive and negative at the
same time, depending on whether one is viewing gossip from the
employee’s perspective or the organization’s perspective. The
aim of this paper is to present some positive applications of
gossip, and to provide managers with a deeper understanding of
the various functions gossip serves within organizations, in order
to reduce specifics costs, improve coordination and control
mechanism, and finally provide other benefits.
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Introduction

Workplace gossip is a ubiquitous phenomenon around the world:
research on organizations in both the United States and Western
Europe suggests that over 90% of the workforce engages in at
least some gossip activity on the job (Gosser et al;, 2012).
Organizational literature has paid little attention to gossip and,
perhaps because of its complexity, management research
surrounding gossip is scant (Hafen, 2004; Kurland & Pelled,
2000; Noon & Delbridge, 1993). Almost always, in this field of
study, the term “gossip” has negative connotations, and some
people consider it improper (Kurland and Pelled 2000). In



organizational literature, gossip is often considered like a form of
aggression (Severance et al., 2013), also from a cross-cultural
point-of-view. A paradox of gossip is that it is ubiquitous, though
there are numerous social sanctions against it.

However, gossip can be a tricky organizational phenomenon in
that it can be both positive and negative at the same time; this
often depends on whether one is viewing gossip from the
employee’s perspective or the organization’s perspective
(Grosser et al., 2012).

This paper is organized as follows; first, I try to set down a
definition of gossip and its characteristics; second, I intend to
provide managers with a deeper understanding of the various
functions gossip serves within organizations. I therefore conclude
with a discussion of practical actions managers can take to



reduce specific costs (i.e. in agency relationship), improve
coordination and control mechanisms (i.e. peer monitoring), and
provide other benefits (i.e. organizational justice, incident rate,
customer satisfaction) by exploiting existing gossip in the
workplace.

Gossip and its organizational functions

Foster (2004) underlines that to function efficiently in a complex
social environment, humans require information about those
around them. However, there is no denying that gossip, like
rumours, “can steal illusions, wreck relationships, and stir up a
cauldron of trouble” (Rosnow, 2001, p. 203). Misinformation is
also at the heart of condemnations of gossip. An interesting
counterpoint to the gossip violates-privacy idea was articulated



by Schoeman (1994): for this author, gossip is a ‘buffering
system’ that avoids direct attack of the gossip’s target, and
manages, at a private level, information that could become public
(i.e. in the media).

How much do people gossip? In his review, Foster (2004)
estimates that “social topics” concerning either those persons
present or third parties were the purpose of conversation about
two thirds of the time among both men and women. Emler
(1994) reported that about 70% of conversation time involved
gossip. Nevertheless, it is reasonable to conclude that most
people spend a non-trivial portion of their interpersonal time
gossiping. Several authors (Bergmann, 1993; Eggins & Slade,
1997; Gluckman, 1963) have remarked that not to gossip (or not
to respond to gossipy overtures with at least a modicum of



interest) is to be quickly marginalized from local social
relationships.

Although it is essentially impossible to eliminate gossip by simply
imposing a rule or enforcing an anti-gossip organizational policy,
managers need to understand gossip if they hope to manage it
and turn it into a profitable tool of management (Grosser et al,
2012).

Obviously, a reputation for too much gossip may also marginalize
a person in the workplace. (Bergmann, 1993; Gilmore, 1978;
Yerkovich, 1977). Kurland and Pelled (2000) postulated a
curvilinear relationship whereby too much or too little gossiping
may adversely affect one’s referent attractional power.



Everyone knows what gossip is, but it is not so easy to define it.
Consistent with a widespread approach in literature, gossip could
be defined through several elements. First, the label of gossip is
justified primarily by the exchange of information about absent
third parties; Besnier (1989) wrote that talk about absent
persons is enough to justify the label gossip. Second, the
evaluative content: social conversation without value (that is,
positive or negative evaluations being made by the gossiper) is
essentially the dissemination of human news. Popular
understanding of gossip clearly includes a negative evaluative
component that, in part, forms the basis for the social sanctions
against its practice. Furthermore, most exchanges of personal
news carry with them some evaluative meaning implicit in the
shared tacit knowledge histories, and cultural norms of the
conversationalists (Foster, 2004). Third, situational factors:



Spacks (1982) asserted that “it’s a certain atmosphere, most of
all, that makes gossip recognizable: of intimacy, of gusto, often of
surprise and revelation” (p. 30).

In sum, an acceptable definition of gossip is provided by Foster
(2004, 83): In a context of congeniality, gossip is the exchange of
personal information (positive or negative) in an evaluative way
(positive or negative) about absent third parties.

Social functions of gossip

Stirling remarked that gossip can also be “an outlet for hostile
aggression” (Stirling, 1956, p. 263). Since her article, the social
functions of gossip encountered repeatedly in gossip literature
over the years are information, entertainment, friendship (or



intimacy), influence, evolutionary utility, dynamic utility and guilt
by releasing pent-up emotions (for a review, see Foster, 2004).
Not all these functions are related to the theme of this paper, but
it is important to note that any one gossip exchange can serve
more than one function simultaneously (Grosser et al, 2012).

As a mechanism of information exchange, gossip is frequently
described as an efficient and, at times, exclusive means of
gathering or disseminating information (Foster, 2004).
Baumeister et al. (2004) agree that social status may be elevated
by gossiping: frequently, listeners infer that the gossiper is in
possession of special knowledge or understanding of social rules
and standards. From the tradition of social exchange in
psychology, gossip is often portrayed as a kind of currency,
traded like any other, and assessed for its value by the taker on



the basis of timeliness, usefulness, and especially, rarity. Rosnow
and Fine (1976) observed that the transactional nature of gossip
seemed to parallel traditional patterns of economic exchange.
Yerkovich pointed out that “information, no matter how salient
or scandalous, is not gossip unless the participants know enough
about the people involved to experience the thrill of revelation”
(Yerkovich, 1977, 196).

Regarding social influence and evolutionary utility, Enquist and
Leimar (1993) and Dunbar (2004) maintain that gossip is a kind
of informal policing device for controlling free riders and social
loafers. In fact, these authors posit that, evolutionarily, this is the
most important function of language in general and gossip in
particular. Furthermore, co-workers learn what is expected of
them by hearing stories holding high performers up to praise and



low performers to shame; the “corporate culture” in an
organization is commonly expressed this way in gossip stories
(Kurland, Pelled, 2000; Noon & Delbridge, 1993). Baumeister et
al. (2004) present evidence that a primary function of gossip is
cultural learning in a general form. Such people are repositories
of group norms, and their opinions therefore have more weight
in shepherding conformity. Conformity is essential for the
survival of the group as a whole, which may account for the
particularly vitriolic form of gossip observed in groups under
pressure to survive and in open competition with one another
(Cox, 1970; Gluckman, 1963).

Finally, gossip often allows a cathartic release from anger, guilt,
anxiety, or some other unpleasant internal state and a return to a
balanced state of repose (Foster, 2004). High levels of emotional



labour indicate that there is a discrepancy between what an
individual is feeling internally and the emotion that he or she
must display. Pent-up emotions arising from emotional labour
find a kind of safety valve, especially so when the gossiper cannot
directly address the third party that is the target of gossip (i.e. a
patient, or a client). This venting can help to reduce stress and
feelings of anxiety.

Practical applications
Reducing agency costs
First, an application of gossip could be to reduce control costs. In

particular, Agency Theory describes the exchange relationship
between an actor (the Principal) who delegates to another actor



(the Agent) the discretionary power (i.e; decision-making
responsibilities) to act on behalf of the Principal for reward
(Jensen, Meckling, 1976; Ross, 1973). This relationship aims to
align the objectives of the Agent to those of the Principal, in order
to reach the desired effect (for a review, Eisenhardt, 1989).

Characteristics of Agency Relationship are well known in
literature: bounded rationality of actors involved; different risk
aversion between Principal and Agent; uncertainty (the output
depends not only on the agent; potential opportunism of the
Agent; partial goal conflict among participants; information as a
purchasable commodity, and, finally, informational asymmetry
between Principal and Agent to the benefit of the latter
(Eisenhardt, 1989).



In Agency Relationship, the content of gossip useful for the
Principal is of course the Agent’s behaviour (in this case, the
Agent is the absent third part). Due to the widespread diffusion of
gossip in organizations and mechanisms of peer monitoring,
information about an Agent is usually copious and cheap. The AT
economic model should be used in considering the consequences
of information resulting from gossip. In studies of Agency Theory
(Jensen e Meckling, 1976), it has been well known that when a
Principal has information in order to investigate the Agent’s
behaviour, it will be more likely the Agent acts according to the
Principal’s interest.

From this point of view, gossip is both an effective and efficient
tool to collect information. Managers are often willing to sacrifice
assurances of reliability in order to get timely information, and



gossip is a primary vehicle by which this information travels
(Mintzberg, 1989). Gossip is timely and can be an efficient means
by which to get updates about those in one’s social network.

Improving coordination mechanisms

A second application of gossip is in the field of coordination.
Organizational literature describes a number of coordination
mechanisms, all aimed at ensuring that, in an organization, the
right actions are carried out at the right time and in the right
place and by the right people (Roberts, 2004). This issue is so
relevant that, for some authors, coordination is synonymous with
organization (Hatchuel, 2002). The coordination mechanisms
most studied are direct supervision, standardization by
procedures, skills, outputs, and culture.



Direct supervision. Important elements in this mechanism (well
known since Fayol'’s studies in the early 20th century) are
amplitude of supervision (it depends on how many Agents it is
necessary to control at the same time), and a number of
hierarchical levels involved (Fayol, 1917). It is obvious that the
effectiveness of direct supervision is affected by a supervisor’s
physical and cognitive limits, especially when a supervisor has to
manage several jobs at the same time.

Standardization by skills seeks to provide an a priori definition of
the range of skills that must be possessed by people fulfilling
given roles. This is a coordination method typical of
organizations possessing explicit, codified skills sets which are
easily replicable and transferable (Grandori, 1992). This
mechanism, while making it possible to deal with situations



marked by complexity and high-level professionalism, is also a
preventative control method and its practical effectiveness is
limited in eccentric and unexpected situations.

Procedural standardization implies an a priori definition of
performance (March, 1993) or routine programs the operator
must adhere to. Performance programs function well when the
environment is stable and predictable, and they represent an
“organizational memory” (Olson et al., 2005), yet, they reveal
insurmountable limits in conditions of uncertainty or in the
presence of bounded rationality, since they do not provide the
operator with a strategy for dealing with unexpected situations.
Also, routines generate expectations about the environment
which in turn cause a selective perception of information, thus



limiting the knowledge of that environment (Weick, Sutcliffe,
2007).

Standardization by output implies an a priori definition of the
results that are to be achieved. It is a control mechanism based
on greater autonomy of the operator, who is permitted margins
of discretion even within the constraints that characterize the
primary work system. In general, this mechanism proves
effective (Merchant, Riccaboni, 2001) when the results that are to
be achieved are known and accurately definable in advance, in a
positive sense, or, as in the case of reliable organizations, in a
negative sense (what it is desired to be avoided at all costs).

Standardization by culture. Without doubt, this is the most
powerful but also the most expensive mechanism of coordination
and control. Standardizing a culture, in fact, means to actto a



deep level relating to shared values, among an organizational
population, often changing and setting implicit and unconscious
norms (Gagliardi, 1992; Schein, 1999).

In order to align the Principal’s and Agent’s goals, direct
supervision and standardization by output are the most effective
mechanisms. Unfortunately, in complex organizations, and
without a Management of Objectives system, it is not possible to
use these mechanisms. Gossip can improve standardization by
culture: in fact, organizational gossip can also be indicative of
what is acceptable within an organization and what is not. Gossip
can maintain a group's norms and values by circulating
judgemental information about deviant group members,
maintaining conformity and control over individuals.



Improving organizational justice and customer satisfaction

The participants in an organization obviously want benefits,
economic and otherwise, but also something else: they want
organizational justice (0]); that is the perception of the moral
quality of how they are treated by the organization and by its
other members. O] has been much studied in recent years, and
was the subject of two meta-analyses at the beginning of the
century (Cohen-Carash, Spector, 2001; Colquitt et al, 2001).
These authors, based on the existing literature, point out that the
members of an organization assess, with regard to justice, four
different aspects: criteria for the distribution of resources
(distributive justice); procedures relative to distribution of
resources (procedural justice), justice arising from interpersonal
relationships (relational justice) and justice relative to



information sharing and diffusion (informational justice). As for
the possible reactions of a worker who perceives his situation as
unjust, these are likely to be reduced commitment (Akerlof,
Yellen, 1990; Nosenzo, 2011) and even sabotage of fellow
workers (Bartling, von Siemens, 2010). The perception of
injustice can increase employee turnover and, probably,
absenteeism (Schwarzald et al., 1992).

Gossip fosters interpersonal intimacy, and in turn improves
relational and informational justice. Research shows that
individuals who share their negative attitudes about third parties
feel closer to one another as a result. When an individual divulges
negative gossip, a message is implicitly sent to the recipient that
the gossiper trusts him or her, and this is an effective way to
strengthen a bond between two people.



Another important consequence of 0] is the improvement of
customer satisfaction. Workers with high level of perceived
organizational justice show a high level of Organizational
Citizenship behaviour(s), such as; work motivation, punctuality,
customer care, that in turn cause high levels of customer
satisfaction, especially in front-office workers (Cropanzano,
Bowen, Gilliland, 2007).

Reducing incident rate

While gossip fosters organizational culture, at the same time it
sets a strong control mechanism. In some specific cases, for
example safety and security, gossip could provide help to face
and manage undesirable situations. In the field of workplace
security, one of the biggest unresolved problems is near misses (a



narrowly avoided accident or incident). The laws on workplace
security differentiate between accidents (an event with physical
damage and/or illness) and incidents (an unexpected, negative
event, without physical damage). While accidents are well-
investigated, due to mandatory law and formal complaints, on the
other hand the monitoring of incidents is more difficult, due to
the widespread victim-blame approach, and of course the
situation is almost always dramatic for near misses.

Gossip can help to obtain information about these events, and so
near misses could become an important source of learning, and a
warning for the future behaviour of workers.



Breaking 'ceiling glass’

Using a Machiavellian approach, gossip is power (Kurland &
Pelled, 2000). Gossip can affect the amount of informal power
one has within an organization. Power in this context can be
thought of as an individual’s ability to influence others to do
things that they would not otherwise do. Individuals can use
gossip to change or affect attitudes and opinions about others:
this makes the process of gossip a process of social influence.

Literature (Grosser et al, 2012) shows that gossip can be used by
individuals and groups that occupy positions of low status to
exert informal power. For example, gender inequality was still
very much evident in many western organizations at the turn of
the 21stcentury. Research in a Japanese context (a very



traditional one) shows that; ‘the males in these firms feared the
gossip among ladies and therefore made attempts to stay on their
good side by doing things like frequently taking them to lunch
and even bringing them expensive gifts from their business trips
abroad (Grosser et al, 2012, 55). This case provides a good
example of how one relatively low status group can use gossip to
counterbalance formal power differentials.

In summary, gossip leads to influence because it can alter
reputations, cause recipients to view gossipers as more powerful,
and elevate the relative status of strategic gossipers.



Conclusion

This paper presents, without doubt, an over-simplification of
gossip, but this fact is due to the attempt to counterbalance the
traditional, blaming approach to gossip. Prior authors, (ongoing
cited), have shown several positive outcomes of gossip in the
workplace, grounding their studies on the psychological and
anthropological fields of research, and well defining the social
functions of gossip. This paper is an attempt to go beyond the
simple identifications of social functions, suggesting some
practical implications and consequences of these social functions
in a workplace context.

Although the use of gossip as a managerial tool is fraught with
difficulties and presents counterproductive effects, ongoing cited



literature (Severance et al., 2013) shows that gossip has many
undesirable effects on the workers’ well-being and the perceived
organizational justice. Despite these negative aspects, gossip is
ubiquitous, even in an era of widespread and pervasive social
networks that could do without face-to-face relationships. In the
late 90s, before Twitter and Facebook, Emler (1997) suggested
that in gossip there is reciprocity, intimacy, immediacy and lot of
previous shared information. In a restricted social group (a peer-
group, an organization, a club), the target of gossip is always a
close friend. Unfortunately, for an organizational purpose, better
information (in terms of truth and validity) is provided by the
target’s best friend, and this fact contrasts with the informal rules
of fairness and friendship (i.e. not to speak badly about friends,
not to publicize their confidences). One’s best friend is the most
valid source of gossip, and so in organizations, gossip becomes a



conspiracy of friends against friends. This could be the biggest
limitation of gossip’s widespread use in the workplace but,
luckily, in the workplace there are no friends...
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