The Dangers of Gossip in the Workplace
Almost everyone gossips at one time or another, especially at work. It may be a harmless comment on a new manager’s hair style or speculation as to why one person got a promotion while another was left behind. It is human nature to fill in the blanks with one’s opinion if you don’t have enough information about a situation. But gossip can also be used as a weapon to tear someone down or to destroy their reputation in the workplace.

A lot of the idle gossip at the office water cooler is not going to cause a great deal of problems but when the gossip turns malicious it can be dangerous to both the staff and the morale of the workforce. With the advent of e-mail and cell phone text messaging it is almost impossible to eliminate gossip altogether, it is seen as part of the social interaction in the modern workplace. But it is important to set some boundaries about the level and intent of the gossip network in order to prevent real damage from occurring. 
This damage can include loss of productivity and wasted time in the process of collecting and exchanging gossip, anger, hurt feelings and even revenge actions in the workplace, and a weakening of trust amongst team members and other staff. If left unchecked it can also create a poisoned work environment where no one feels safe and nobody trusts each other to protect their integrity or reputation.
Gossip builds and grows in a communications vacuum and it also can take on a life and enthusiasm of its own when it is left unchecked or corrected. There may always be an informal communication system that sometimes takes the form of gossip but there are also ways to limit the injury that it can cause both individuals and the organization.

So what can an organization do about gossip in the workplace? Surprisingly, quite a lot. Some people believe that gossip denigrates individuals and reflects an absence of the good old fashioned, and never out of fashion qualities of respect and dignity. An organization can reduce harmful gossip if it actively works at promoting a workplace that places a value on positive interaction amongst its employees and throughout the organization. 

A company or organization may be composed of individuals but there are limits on certain types of behaviour and standards that are expected to be maintained in all sorts of areas. Sometimes these are written up in formal policies and documents and in other cases they are unwritten but understood. These standards and codes are a big part of what makes up the culture of an organization and while they are expected to be adhered to by all employees, they are managed and encouraged by the people at the top.

That is why it is so important for senior managers to set a standard that involves a personal commitment to not only not engage in gossip or in spreading rumours, but also to take action when they hear the scuttlebutt rise to their level. This includes not giving any credence or credibility to gossip and certainly not taking any action positive or negative based on this information. But it also means that senior staff should take the initiative to call gossip for what it is, to squash rumours when they hear about them, and most importantly to correct misinformation when they have the ability and opportunity to do so.
There are a lot of other things that an organization can and should do to slow down the gossip train, especially if the norm in that particular workplace has made gossip and innuendo a standard operating procedure. Once again leadership must come from the top and it can come in any form of communication that is most familiar to the organization. But this should also be supplemented by an organizational wide effort to spread the message by word of mouth. This could include a large general staff meeting or section by section meetings if that makes sense. The message should be concise and clear. Something like “our organizational culture is one that tries to respect all individuals” and we practice that respect by not gossiping or spreading rumours about other employees”.
Sometimes this simple yet direct message will have its desired result and the best employees and supervisors will take the opportunity to reinforce it with the rest of the staff. In other cases the gossip may subside for a while and then begin to resurface as the worst offenders feel that the heat may be subsiding. Good managers need to deal with both types of situations.

Employees who are “walking the talk” should be commended and encouraged for putting the organizational culture into action. Gossipers need to be dealt with as quickly as they re-emerge. This should be done as close to the ground as possible and the best person to deliver this message is one of the informal leaders in the workplace or section that knows the employee and believes creating the best possible work environment. They already know what the problem is and who the worst offenders are. They are likely waiting for an okay to move forward on this issue and should be encouraged by the manager or supervisor to do this as soon as possible. If no such informal leader exists, the supervisor of the person spreading gossip can be given the task. This should be done anonymously and informally but there should be no doubt that further action is coming if the situation doesn’t improve.
There are also a number of concrete actions that individuals can take all on their own to create a gossip free workplace. They include making a personal commitment to not gossip yourself, no matter how tempting it may appear or how juicy the tidbit may be. If you have developed the habit of gossiping it is never too late to change this potentially offensive behaviour.
Secondly you can learn new strategies to deal with gossip when it comes to your location on the food chain. These strategies include saying “I’m just not interested”, change the subject as quickly and politely as possible or by telling the gossip monger that you don’t like talking about people behind their back. That is usually a sure fire and effective way to end that conversation.

If the gossip is about you there are also things you can do. One is to confront the person whom you know is spreading false information and tell them exactly what you heard. You can then ask them to come see you directly if they have any information or hear anything about you and you will tell them the correct information to their face. One more thing that an individual staff member can do when confronted by regular and hurtful rumour spreaders is to take the issue to their supervisor or manager. They can ask the supervisor to treat this information as confidential unless they are released from this commitment and at the very least this can give an outlet to their frustration and hopefully the manager will help them deal with the situation.
Peter Vajda is a founding partner of SpiritHeart, an Atlanta-based company that supports conscious living through coaching, counseling and facilitating. He is a professional speaker and published author who has written about the damages that gossip can cause in the workplace. He has written a lot about gossip which is in his view harassment and he feels that malicious or intentional gossip is a form of bullying and even workplace violence.
He asks clients that he works with to examine their own views about gossip as a way to understanding his thinking on the matter. Here are some of the questions he uses to engage his groups on the issue:

· Why am I engaging in gossiping or supporting others who do so?
· What does gossiping get me?
· Is there another way to get this same result without harming another?
· Would I repeat this gossip directly to the person it's about?
· Would I want to be quoted on TV or in the papers or in the company newsletter?
· Would I engage in it if it were about a relative or personal friend?
· Do I feel ethical when I'm gossiping?
These questions by Dr. Vajda cut to the core of the dilemma that most of us feel about gossip. We may like doing it from time but we seldom feel better about ourselves after we have engaged in gossip. It really is a small and petty way to conduct ourselves, especially in a business or work setting.
One more question that is also germane to this discussion about gossip in the workplace is how would you feel if you are the one that is being gossiped about or talked about being your back at work? The answer to that one is pretty clear. No one who has been the subject of gossip feels good about themselves afterwards. Maybe that’s the best reason of all to avoid the gossip route completely in the workplace.
