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Abstract 

 

This primarily theory-oriented paper offers insights from the emerging field of 

organizational gossip to illustrate its role in both eroding and repairing 

organizational trust. It draws upon a theorizing framework based on empirical 

research into gossip in healthcare organizations, which repositions gossip as 

organizational communication and knowledge. This marks a shift in thinking away 

from gossip as individual behaviour and/or interpersonal human process, to that of a 

constitutive organizational process. Case material from an ongoing UK public 

inquiry into healthcare organizational failure is used to illustrate the relevance and 

practical application of the framework for theorizing gossip. Contemporary 

perspectives from communication as constitutive of organization (CCO) scholarship 

are also used to bring new organizational theory and questions to research agendas 

around organizational trust and relational repair. 

 

The paper is based on two key assumptions, which shift our thinking away from 

gossip as an interpersonal process to thinking about gossip as an organizational 

process. The first is that gossip is a form of organizational communication and 

knowledge, which flows in trickles and torrents, and transcends organizational 

boundaries. The second is that gossip is a form of communication which is 

constitutive of organization, and that many organizing processes and relationships – 

including trust – occur, at least in part, through gossip. The paper thus responds to 
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the overall colloquium theme, which challenges organizational theorists to make 

visible and also question taken-for-granted understandings that sustain and reproduce 

established boundaries in organizations and organizing. More specifically with 

regard to this sub-theme, the purpose of the paper is to illustrate how contemporary 

thinking and theorizing in the emerging field of inquiry of organizational gossip can 

contribute to the wider understanding of the erosion and repair of organizational 

trust.  

 

The paper is structured as follows. First we highlight the problems and paradoxes of 

gossip and offer pragmatic ways of approaching future gossip-related research and 

theorizing. We also discuss empirical work into the relationship between trust and 

gossip at the interpersonal/group level of analysis and how the notion of ‘toxic 

gossip’ contributes to the erosion of organizational trust. Next we integrate and apply 

the literature around the concepts of trust and trust failure to emerging themes in the 

scholarship of organizational gossip. This includes key principles from the relatively 

new field of ‘communicative constitution of organizations’ (CCO) scholarship in 

order to reposition gossip as organizational level communication and knowledge. 

The paper draws upon case material from the UK public inquiry into healthcare 

organizational failure at Mid-Staffordshire NHS Trust to illustrate application of 

Waddington’s (2012) theorizing framework. We conclude by outlining an emerging 

research agenda to better understand the positive and negative attributes of 

organizational gossip and its role in eroding and repairing trust.  

 

The ‘Problems’ and Paradoxes of Gossip 

 

The ‘problems’ of gossip essentially relate to its history, definition, ethical and 

methodological research-related issues (Michelson, van Iterson & Waddington, 

2010). The use of inverted commas around ‘problem’ signifies our argument that 

organizational gossip is not always problematic. In the past gossip has generally 

been perceived as something that should be ignored or eradicated in organizations. 

Arguably one of the reasons why gossip is so maligned is because it is constituted 

through informal and unsanctioned interaction.  Such unofficial discourse can be 

disconcerting and threatening to managers and other organizational stakeholders 

because it is almost impossible to meaningfully regulate and control. Gossip calls 
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into question legitimate goals and actions, undermines formal authority and 

implicitly challenges managerial power (Clegg & van Iterson, 2009, Waddington & 

Michelson, 2007). However we contend that rather than simply, and uncritically, 

seeing gossip as a ‘problem’ to be managed, gossip can also represent real 

organizational problems behind the ‘perceived problem’ of gossip. Our contention is 

that gossip is constitutive of organizational issues that need to be surfaced rather than 

silenced. This is an under-researched area of organizational inquiry that this paper 

attempts to address in the context of organizational trust and relational repair. 

 

The definitional problems associated with researching gossip need to be addressed in 

order to shape an emerging research agenda.  Gossip is variously defined 

linguistically as a noun (a gossip/the gossip) and a verb (to gossip). Furthermore, 

different disciplines have often failed to agree upon definitions and methodological 

approaches. The problem of definition can be overcome by thinking of gossip as a 

prototypical category, using terms like ‘usually’, ‘typically’ and ‘often’ when 

referring to the attributes or characteristics of gossip. Prototypical categories exhibit 

vague boundaries and thinking about organizational gossip in this way reframes 

vagueness as a feature of, rather than a problem with gossip. Furthermore, the 

concept of ‘vagueness as a defining feature’ is not just attributable to gossip. 

Vagueness and ambiguity are features of many other terms such as ‘market’, ‘firm’, 

‘rational’, and ‘equilibrium’ (see Klaes, 2004).  It could also be argued that 

ontological vagueness may simply reflect a young and emergent field of inquiry. As 

we have argued in Michelson et al. (2010), a degree of flexibility is needed, but with 

some agreement as to the core elements of gossip, which are: (i) evaluative talk 

(written or spoken); (ii) between at least two persons; (iii) about an absent third 

person/s.  

 

Such agreement regarding core elements is necessary to enable accumulation of 

research findings across studies, but a more nuanced approach may be needed when 

studying gossip from different perspectives and contexts such as organizational trust. 

Essentially, problems and difficulties inherent in researching and theorising gossip 

can be overcome by adopting an approach which promote fresh theoretical 

perspectives which: (i) acknowledge but also challenge the existence of problematic 

issues; (ii) look for new ways of approaching definitions, concepts and methods; (iii) 
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espouse interdisciplinary principles, rather than rigid disciplinary practices; and (iv) 

explicitly include ethics as both procedural and reflexive elements of the research 

process (Waddington, 2012). 

 

There are a number of associated paradoxes of gossip. Firstly, there is a discrepancy 

between collective public denunciation and the collective private practising of gossip 

(Bergmann, 1993). It occurs everywhere, in many forms across history and across 

cultures, yet there are numerous social sanctions against it. Gossip has a questionable 

legitimacy as public and oranizational discourse. Popular and philosophical opinion 

of gossip is inclined to be fairly low on a scale of worthy, profound, or significant 

human action, with an associated reputation of trivial, superficial and idle talk 

(Chapman with Sharkey, 2009; Heidegger, 1962). Secondly, and relatedly, is a 

paradox associated with ‘common sense’ understandings of gossip – if gossip really 

is so unimportant, trivial, vacuous and idle, why is it also threatening, and why is it 

so violently condemned? Importantly, a third paradox is that public inquiries and 

case studies of oranizational failure illustrate the role of gossip as an ignored early 

warning sign and manifestation of inter-organizational power (Department of Health 

[DH], 2005; van Iterson & Clegg, 2008). Another paradox, and challenge for 

organizational researchers and theorists, is that gossip occurs ‘below the radar’ in the 

unmanaged spaces of organizations (Gabriel, 1995). However Waddington (2012) 

argues that: 

 

in order to be useful, gossip has to be publically condemned, and occur 

‘below the radar’. Attempts to sanitize or legitimize gossip as sanctioned talk 

may simply eradicate its value and utility. What is important then is to find 

ways of uncovering and understanding the processes and flows of gossip as it 

circulates around and between organizations. (p. 23, original emphasis)  

 

Gossip is an important but neglected organizational phenomenon, which has – like 

organizational trust – thus far been studied from fairly narrow and functionalist 

individual and interpersonal perspectives (e.g. Farley, 2011; Foster & Rosnow, 2006; 

Hallett, Harger & Eder, 2009; Kurland & Pelled, 2000). There has been little in the 

way of substantive empirical work at an organizational level of analysis (but see van 

Iterson & Clegg, 2008). Arguably this is because previous research has attempted to 
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simplify gossip as social/interpersonal exchange and information processing, and has 

lacked the subtlety to capture the true, but paradoxical nature of gossip. Equally, the 

negative history and reputation of gossip is such that its negative attributes and ‘dark 

side’ have overshadowed its potential to contribute to positive organizational 

outcomes and positive organizational scholarship (POS) (Bakker & Schaufeli, 2008; 

Caza & Caza, 2008). 

 

New Theoretical Perspectives on Gossip 

 

Theoretically, gossip touches many fields of inquiry, and what is known about gossip 

permeates many disciplines including psychology, anthropology, sociology and social 

history. This is a strength, but also potentially problematic. The strength lies in the 

wide appeal that gossip holds for a number of academic and practitioner communities. 

For instance, there is growing evidence that gossip is highly relevant to many 

organizing processes and practices such as organizational culture, ethics, emotion and 

sensemaking and change (e.g. Ernst, 2003; Hallett et al., 2009; Mills, 2010; van 

Iterson, Waddington & Michelson, 2011; Waddington, 2005a). However without clear 

articulation of disciplinary positions and boundaries the emerging field of 

organizational gossip risks epistemic drift. In other words, it becomes neither one 

thing nor the other in terms of knowledge claims and relevance to practice. The 

solution, and strength, in the emerging field of gossip as a field of organizational 

inquiry is to reposition gossip as organizational communication and knowledge 

(Canary & McPhee, 2011a, 2011b; Waddington, 2012). Figure 1 below illustrates a 

new theorizing framework based on an engaged scholarship model of theorizing, 

represented as a number of concepts located within boundary conditions (Van de Ven, 

2007). Ethics is an integral philosophical, organizational, managerial and practical 

dimension of the framework, quite simply because gossip has the potential to both 

harm and help. The other constitutive domains of emotion, identity, power and 

sensemaking are data driven, and derived from empirical materials from research 

conducted in UK healthcare organizations and Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) 

(Waddington, 2012; Waddington & Lister, 2010). This framework reorients theoretical 

attention away from seeing gossip as simply ‘social exchange, information 

processing, or a variable that occurs within and organizational container’ (Putnam, 
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Nicotera & McPhee, 2009, p.2), to that of communication which is constitutive of 

organizing (CCO).  

   Figure 1: Frameworks for Theorizing Gossip and Critical Reflection 

                   (adapted from Waddington, 2012, p. 149) 

Organizational Knowledge

ETHICS

POWER

SENSEMAKING

Organizational Communication

EMOTION

IDENTITY
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         The Roaring Forties: Seven Boards in Seven Days. © Tacita Dean (1997) 

 

The theorizing framework is presented simply as boundary conditions of 

organizational communication and knowledge and core concepts. It is deliberately 

presented without arrows, and the temptation to create a matrix has been resisted. 

Rather, the framework is intended to illustrate inter-related, inter-disciplinary 

perspectives with which to theorize and better understand gossip and organizations 

(and also poorly developed skills of graphic design!?). 

 

Figure 1 is also aligned above an image from British artist Tacita Dean which captures 

and underscores the intended fluidity and movement of the theorizing framework. 

Dean’s work explores the boundaries between fact and fiction, perception and reality 

– features which are conceptually significant to theorizing gossip as communication 

which is constitutive of organization. The Roaring Forties: Seven Boards in Seven 

Days was created on chalkboard, evoking the aesthetic of black and white cinema and 

contains diagrammatic arrows and notes that specify atmospheric conditions, camera 

angles and details of narrative incident. The image is of seven sailors hauled over a 

mast gathering in the sails. Instructions signal various actions and effects. 

‘ACTION—out on the yard.’ ‘Zoom in expression of fear.’ ‘fx wind.’ A curved arrow 

with the words ‘to and fro’ indicates the movement of the mast as it sways in the 

wind. These written cues invite the viewer’s imagination to animate the image, which 

also portrays a sense of ambiguity and impermanence. 

(http://www.tate.org.uk/research/tateresearch/tatepapers/10autumn/krcma.shtm).  

 

Canary and McPhee (2011b) have also advanced a theoretical template for developing 

a communicative perspective on organizational knowledge using Glaser’s (1978) 

grounded theory model of the ‘six Cs’ (context, conditions, causes, covariances, 

contingencies, and consequences). The imagery in Tacita Dean’s work evokes 

organizational contexts and conditions of gossip. The stormy seas imagery also 

evokes environmental causes of gossip via the ‘perfect storm’ metaphor. The ‘perfect 

storm’ refers to the storm which hit the north east coast of the United States in 

October 1991. The storm was the result of the collision of three weather systems, and 

resulted in deaths and billions of dollars in damage.  Organizationally, the metaphor of 

the perfect storm signifies the simultaneous occurrence of events which had they 
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occurred individually would be less powerful than their combination (Rousseau & 

Batt, 2007). The relevance of this particular metaphor lies in its potential to illuminate 

the environmental and organizational conditions, climate and ‘atmospherics’ that are 

the precursors and predictors of gossip, as well as signifying its power and danger.  

 

Gossip as Communication which is Constitutive of Organizing 

 

CCO theories and the view that organizations are communicatively constituted is a 

growing area of inquiry and scholarship. The CCO (sometimes interchangeably 

referred to as ‘communication constitutes organization’) approach, or question, has 

its origins in the transdisciplinary field of organizational communication (Putnam & 

Nicotera, 2010). The central CCO claim is that organizations exist principally 

through communication processes and flows, which interconnect, which we propose 

can aid understanding of organizational impediments to effective trust restoration 

and repair. McPhee and Zaug’s (2009) ‘four flows model’, outlined below, is 

advanced as a potentially useful organizational theoretical lens through which to 

examine associated processes of trust and relational repair. 

 

McPhee and Zaug’s structuration influenced model identifies communication 

processes that constitute organization. Four fundamentally different processes, or 

flows, of organizational communication are identified and defined as: 

1. Membership negotiation: By which organizations draw distinctions between  

 their own members and non-members and includes processes of socialization,  

identification and self positioning activities. Membership negotiation asks the 

question: ‘Who are we?’ 

2. Reflexive self-structuring: This distinguishes organizations from other social  

groupings, often referring to formal managerial control activities, governance 

structures, organizational policies and procedures. Self-structuring asks the 

question: ‘What rules do we operate by?’ 

3. Activity coordination: Relates to the manifest purpose of the organization  

reflected in multiple processes and attitudes towards the organization 

regarding how work does, or doesn’t, get done. Activity coordination asks the 

question: ‘What work are we doing together?’ 

4. Institutional positioning: Is where the organization’s status is continuously  
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negotiated in interaction with stakeholders and other institutions. Institutional 

positioning asks the question: ‘What external forces provide legitimacy, and 

what kinds of communication are necessary to please them?’ 

 

While the four flows are conceptually separate, they can easily drift quickly into 

each other’s space, which suggests that understanding the overlap in communication 

flows is important in understanding the model. We suggest that the model lends itself 

well to Gillespie and Dietz’s (2009) assertion that ‘perceived organizational 

trustworthiness is influenced by multiple sources of evidence and actors operating at 

multiple organizational levels’ (p. 129, original emphasis). The model offers a 

theoretical lens with which to understand why trust repair might be difficult to enact 

and sustain in complex organizational settings.  

 

Gossip and Organizational Trust Repair 

 

Trust is ‘the decision to rely on another party (i.e., person, group, or firm) under a 

condition of relational risk with the expectation of at least neutral, if not positive 

outcome’ (Searle et al., 2011, p. 5). Organizational trust has been described as the 

positive expectations individuals have about the reliability, competence and 

benevolence of organizational members, as well as aspects of institutional trust 

within the organization (Ellonen, Blomqvist, & Puumalainen, 2008). The associated 

concept of organizational trustworthiness encompasses the organization’s 

institutionalized processes and principles, and also the way in which representatives 

of the organization enact these abstract processes and principles (Searle et al., 2011). 

Dirks, Lewicki, & Zaheer (2009) note that trust and perceived trustworthiness are 

cognitive factors that are negatively impacted in damaged relationships. Specifically, 

individuals form inferences about the future behaviour of the individual/s who have 

caused the damage. Positive expectations are replaced by negative expectations, and 

individuals become unwilling to expose themselves to further vulnerability. Trust 

and trustworthiness are often used interchangeably because trust repair frequently 

occurs through the restoration of perceived trustworthiness. 

 

While much research and theoretical attention has focused upon violation and 

damage caused by the erosion of trust, less attention has been paid to the repair of 
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relationships. A cross-disciplinary conceptualization has been proposed in order to 

stimulate further empirical work, which asserts that: 

 

relationship repair occurs when a transgression causes the positive state(s) 

that constitute(s) the relationship to disappear and/or negative states to 

arise, as perceived by one or both parties, and activities by one or both 

parties substantively return the relationship to a positive state. (Dirks et al. 

2009, p. 69, original emphasis) 

 

Dirks et al. go on to identify three important perspectives that contribute to a better 

understanding of relationship damage and repair: (i) trust; (ii) negative affect 

resulting from the transgression; and (iii) negative exchange arising as a result of the 

transgression. There are clear linkages between these three perspectives and recent 

empirical and theoretical work into organizational gossip. Grosser et al. (2010) for 

example, used social network analysis to understand how employees’ propensity to 

engage in positive and negative gossip was driven by their underlying relationship 

ties. Expressive friendship ties between employees were positively related to 

engaging in both positive and negative gossip, whereas instrumental workflow ties – 

which are perceived as less trusting than friendship ties – were related solely with 

positive gossip. The negative emotions such as disappointment, frustration, anger, 

and outrage experienced following a transgression are frequently expressed, often 

‘behind closed doors’, as and through gossip (Waddington, 2005a, p. 35). Negative 

exchange has been described in terms of withholding effort, retribution and revenge 

(Dirks et al., 2009), which is the terrain of gossip:  

 

Gossip can posit that infraction has occurred, post hoc, where a situation is 

ethically ill-defined; it can point up concerns about conflicting principles; it 

can develop moral indignation where there is none evident, in order that an 

offence be seen in all its seriousness and the moral order re-righted, 

providing a deterrent to others who might transgress in the same or similar 

ways. (Clegg and van Iterson 2009, p. 285) 

 

Left unchecked and unnoticed, gossip can erode organizational trust and 

relationships, a phenomenon that has been described elsewhere as ‘toxic gossip’ 
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(Waddington, 2012, p. 44). In other words, a harmful and extreme type of malicious, 

untrue, and negative gossip that is part of a wider pattern of toxic diffusion, venting 

of strong emotions, stories about the circumstances that evoked them, accusations 

and attacks on colleagues.  There is however another more positive side to gossip, 

which relates to the role it plays in the establishment and maintenance of social and 

professional relationships and networks (e.g. Grosser et al., 2010, Westacott, 2012). 

Thus gossip – again paradoxically – has a role in both the erosion and repair of 

organizational trust. Therefore what is needed is an approach to detect and discern 

both toxic gossip and good gossip in order to construct the notion of ‘gossip we can 

trust’ in order to repair relationships.  

 

Dirks et al. (2009) argue that a narrow focus on intrapersonal and social processes 

gives little consideration to the formal organizational, group, or interpersonal 

structures, systems, and incentives that may be put in place following a 

transgression, and the role they may play in repairing a relationship. This paper 

argues that adopting a wider focus, which encompasses informal organizational 

communication flows and processes, is also helpful in advancing our understanding 

of repairing relationships and trust. However it is also important to point out that the 

paradoxical nature of gossip is such that it is also a feature of formal organization, 

and that it is unhelpful to draw sharp binary divisions between the two (Clegg & van 

Iterson, 2009; Mills, 2010). 

 

Application of CCO Theorizing to Organizational Trust 

 

Here we demonstrate two CCO theoretical applications – McPhee and Zaug’s (2009) 

four flows model, and Waddington’s (2012) theorizing framework – to aspects of 

organizational trust and repair. To recap, constitutive models such as these go beyond 

linear transmission models of communication. In the latter, communication is seen as 

the transmission of a message/information in a fairly neutral way in a cycle of 

message production, dissemination and production. On the other hand, regarding the 

former, with CCO theorizing: 

 

the conversation does not so much represent each party’s internal states, but 

rather jointly produces reality by co-creating meanings that establish “what 
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is” and coordinate and control activity accordingly. Simply put, outcomes are 

determined in communication; thus, the stakes are far higher than a 

transmission model allows. Communication acts on the world; it is a social 

practice alive with potential. Not “mere” talk or transmission, it (re)produces 

and alters current realities. In a constitutive model, then, the primary question 

is one of influence and possibility: How does communication constitute the 

realities of organizational life? (Ashcraft, Kuhn, & Cooren, 2009, p. 5 

original emphasis) 

 

Browning, Greene, Sitkin, Sutcliffe, and Obstsfeld (2009) have shown how the four 

flows model (outlined above) can be used to analyse and re-interpret empirical 

material in order to examine overlap and complexity within and between 

communication flows. The model can be used to reveal communication flows and 

behaviours, and how these move through and between organizations to keep 

communication in dynamic motion. The four flows model can therefore be used to 

illustrate how communication processes occur within and across organizations. The 

four flows model can also be used, as in Browning et al. (2009), to revisit previous 

research in order to gain fresh understandings and insights into organizational trust.  

Browning et al.’s research with US Airforce Technicians demonstrated how 

communication flows drift into each other and become ‘paired’.  

 

In the context of inter/organizational level trust erosion and repair, examination of 

the pairing of the flows of ‘reflexive self-structuring’ (which refers to ‘formal’ 

governance structures, policies, procedures and such like), and ‘institutional 

positioning’ (which refers to the continuous negotiation of status through interaction 

with stakeholders and other institutions) would appear to have much to offer. 

Similarly, the flow of ‘membership negotiation’ (which includes identification and 

self-positioning activities) when paired with ‘activity co-ordination’ (which is 

reflected in multiple processes and attitudes towards how work does, or doesn’t, get 

done) may offer fresh understanding of where, how and why relationships are 

eroded, and how they can be repaired. 

 

Turning to Waddington’s (2012) CCO framework for theorizing gossip, this has been 

created in such a way that it has a dual purpose, and can be used as a framework for 
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critical reflection upon incidents of gossip surrounding organizational failure and 

failures of organizational trust. Organizational change and associated perceptions of 

management and organizational failures are often hot topics of gossip and rumour 

(see Bordia, Jones, Gallois,  Callan & DiFonzo, 2006; Waddington, 2005b). For 

example, in a study of the role of gossip in nursing and healthcare organizations 

reported in Waddington (2005a; 2005b) and Waddington andFletcher (2005), a 

Clinical Nurse Specialist (CNS) working in an acute hospital setting commented: 

 

So gossiping is a way of getting rid of frustrations about bad processes, 

especially the management process, and how you’re dealt with, um, you can 

pick on bits of information you know are common knowledge, are still hot 

gossip about disastrous events in other hospitals, terrible events in our own 

hospitals, things that compare to things that a group of people have just been 

through, and it’s also a way of expressing your feelings because you can 

make gossip as pleasant or as malicious as you want. 

 

Public inquiries also (sadly) yield a rich source of data for researchers interested in 

exploring and better understanding gossip and organizational failure. Notably the 

Kerr/Haslam Inquiry (DH, 2005) into medical misconduct in the UK highlighted the 

role of gossip and rumour as soft information, which act as early warning signs of 

individual and organizational failings. Here we draw upon case material from the on-

going public inquiry into Mid-Staffordshire NHS Trust
1
, available in the public 

domain at the inquiry website (see Box 1). Box 1 below summarizes the background 

to the inquiry, which provides a case study of high profile organizational failure in 

the UK National Health Service (NHS). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 An NHS Trust provides services on behalf of publicly funded healthcare in England 

and Wales 
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Box 1: Summary of Mid-Staffs Public Inquiry (www.midstaffspublicinquiry.com) 

 

An earlier Healthcare Commission report into this NHS Trust revealed appalling 

failures in patient care. The Secretary of State for Health initiated a full Public 

Inquiry into how these events were undetected and unchallenged in July 2010. 

Previous reports had concluded that: 

•  a culture of fear existed in which staff did not feel able to report  

            concerns; 

•  a culture of secrecy existed in which the Trust Board shut themselves off   

            from what was happening in their hospital and ignored their patients, and; 

•  a culture of bullying existed which prevented people doing their jobs  

            properly. 

This inquiry was heard in public in order to combat a culture of secrecy and restore 

public confidence by ensuring the fullest openness and transparency in order to 

understand how failures were allowed to happen by the wider system. The inquiry 

concluded on 1
st
 December 2011 and it is anticipated that the final report will be 

delivered to Parliament in October 2012. 

    

The terms of reference for the inquiry asked the Chairman (Mr Robert Francis QC) 

to: 

 

Identify the lessons to be drawn ... as to how, in the future, the NHS and the 

bodies which regulate it can ensure that failing and potentially failing 

hospitals or their services are identified as soon as is practicable (Harvey, 

2011, p. 5).  

 

Therefore in addition to hearing evidence, a series of seven ‘forward-looking’ 

seminars was held in October and November 2011 to enable a broader discussion on 

some of the key themes raised by the evidence. This created the opportunity to 

engage some of the wider stakeholders in health, and draw on their experience and 

expertise. Participants included patient representatives, nurses, doctors and managers 

from NHS Trusts and Foundation Trusts, commissioning and regulatory bodies and 

the Department of Health. People from independent and third sector organizations 
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and stakeholders from other sectors were also invited. Topics covered included 

organizational culture, information and methods of regulation. The Report from the 

Forward Look Seminars (Harvey, 2011) contains examples of relationship damage 

proposed by Dirks et al (2009) relating to trust, negative affect resulting from the 

transgression and negative exchanges. For example, when introducing the seminars, 

the Chairman Robert Francis QC, outlined patient experiences of poor quality care at 

Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust during the period he has been asked to look 

at.  

 

He described the intense anger that patients and their relatives felt about how 

they had been treated both by the Trust and by those organisations that were 

supposed to be there to help them and to ensure such issues did not occur … 

the opening message for the seminars is that while there are lessons to be 

learned from the events at the Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust, the 

NHS must also understand and feel the anger of those people who have been 

failed and harmed by the care that they have received from their National 

Health Service. (Harvey, 2011, p. 13). 

 

A key theme to emerge from the seminars was how the prevailing culture in NHS 

Trusts influences the quality of patient care and experience.  Key performance 

indicators and information cannot always be relied on to highlight problem areas. 

Clinicians and managers ‘may intuitively know that there is a problem in part of the 

organization but lack evidence to pinpoint the nature of it’ (Harvey, 2011, p. 27).  

 

Dr Maxine Conner, Head of Organisation Development at South Tees Hospitals NHS 

Foundation Trust outlined the way such problems emerge and their net effects upon 

individuals and teams: 

 

 

When team difficulties manifest they do so in a variety of ways, however in our 

experience, this has never directly manifested as a clinical quality issue, more 

typically it presents, in some way large or small, as an interpersonal difficulty. In 

its simplest form two individuals may struggle in their relationship and at its 

most complex whole teams have become involved in team dynamics which are 

stressful, unacceptable and present a risk to patient safety … Over the years we 
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have had a number of clinical teams and clinicians who have needed support 

with such situations. (Harvey, 2011, p. 27) 

 

Importantly, Maxine also highlighted how interpersonal difficulties and dynamics 

were addressed at an organizational level, and the South Tees NHS Trust have 

proactively put mechanisms in place to listen and respond to informal information 

expressed as gossip: 

 

What is clear is that people talk about what is happening, the grapevine, 

informal feedback and coffee shop conversations are often the first signals. 

Top teams must consider what they do with such intelligence (p. 28).  

 

The Trust supports teams that are experiencing tensions or relationship difficulties to 

confront the problems, and implements remedial measures. Maxine has used the 

frameworks outlined in Figure 1 with a clinical team, and there are early signs of 

positive team and organizational outcomes: 

 

Your work has really made me think about the progress we have made to date, 

but also what else we need to do. The framework worked really well with my 

team. They were able to get to the morale and ethical issues of their gossiping 

behaviour much more readily than I had before. It also allowed me to frame 

the light and shade of gossip - the personal wellbeing and the abuse of power 

and I brought in the key element of intent. (Personal communication, April 23 

2012)  

 

Future Research Agendas 

 

Clearly the framework for critical reflective practice and theorizing gossip will benefit 

from further research and development, particularly in relation to erosion and repair 

of organizational trust. Its application with teams may be beneficial in repairing 

relationships, particularly with regard to further exploration of ethical concepts and 

aspects of power, emotion and identity. The core concepts within the theorizing 

framework in Figure 1 also align well with some of the areas for future research 

identified by Searle and Skinner (2011, p. 336): 
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There are a number of specific areas that need to be included in our future 

research agendas: the role of leaders; the role of trust; under-researched factors 

affecting trust, including emotion, personality, identity and value congruence; 

factors relating to implementation such as key agents, fairness [and] power.  

 

Conceptualizing gossip within the CCO theoretical perspective also brings new ideas 

to future research agendas. Putnam and Nicotera (2010) offer the following 

suggestions for research based upon McPhee and Zaug’s (2009) four flows model: 

  

1. Clarify and distinguish the senses in which the term organization refers to  

 process, entity, and/or entity from a process view;  

2. Clarify what the four flows signify as a condition or prototype of CCO;  

3. Unpack authority and legitimacy as they become naturalized in and through  

 CCO; and  

4. Attend to materiality, such as objects, physical sites, and bodies, by showing  

how the material shapes communication and knowledge practices in political 

ways. 

 

We contend that are two additional questions that are relevant to developing an 

understanding of gossip as a process of communication, and how this impacts the 

erosion and repair of organizational trust. The first question is: How does a CCO 

perspective shape understanding of trust in different social, cultural and 

organizational contexts? The second question is: How does gossip as a particular 

communication process produce and reproduce the social structures that constitute 

organizational trust? 

 

Conclusion 

 

This paper has mapped out the core elements of a framework for better 

understanding and organizational gossip, based upon contemporary CCO 

scholarship. It argues that repositioning gossip as a constitutive process of 

organizational communication and knowledge has relevance and application to 

understanding wider issues of organizational trust. Thus while gossip may be a 
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manifestation of the erosion and failure of trust at individual and interpersonal levels 

of analysis, critical analysis of gossip also offers organizational level insights into 

the root causes of such failures. There is also scope for future work around the 

positive aspects of gossip. For example, what does good gossip in good 

organizations look like? How and where does gossip flow in trustworthy 

relationships and organizations? And finally, how helpful is the concept of ‘gossip 

we can trust’? 
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