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Gossip’s unrelenting presence throughout time, age, gender, and social structure has

sparked a lot of questions regarding its occurrence. Although studies have already been

made regarding gossip, it has remained to be an understudied happening in the area of

psychological research. This paper examines gossip from a psychological standpoint, looking

into the relationship between a person’s self concept and their propensity to gossip. The theory

formulated in this study will explain, describe, and predict the nature of gossip as a projection

of basic life issues. As such, this paper gives another perspective into how gossip can be viewed,

examined, and understood.
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1.0 Introduction

Gossip is a phenomenon that has been labeled
by many as bad. Whenever someone brings up the
word gossip, people most certainly would conjure
images of wagging tonguesandloose lips, of vicious
gossipers and poor helpless targets.
perception of gossip places it on the negative, as
evidenced by the terms “small talk’, “shop talk’,
“idle talk’, and “backstabbing” Stereotyped as
malicious and hurtful, it has been widely blamed
for damaged relationships gone
sour, and battered morale. History shows that
gossiping has been gleaned as a destructive and a
deplorable act; one that warrants punishment and
a warning to be watchful against. Gossip is a form
of reputational warfare and, in the organizational
workplace, has been linked to reasons behind
employee resignations, ineffective leaderships,
and an atmosphere of animosity (Hallet, 2009).
Ironically, despite gossip’s negative reputation, it

Common

reputations,

remains to be ubiquitous. Practically everybody
has participated in gossip, and sometimes it is
unavoidable for one to be part of a gossip episode.
Its continued existence amidst such a negative
reputation has only added to its mystery, and has
lead to various studies. The meaning of gossip has
undergone a lot of changes. Studies have been
made to give room for a more neutral definition,
recognizing that gossip can surprisingly be both
positive and negative. Consequently, its effects
could also be either good or bad.
attempts to develop a theory on the reason behind
the omnipresence of gossip, what truly motivates
it, and what keeps it alive.

Empirical
definite stand as to the extent of gossip’s influence
in human lives. Depending upon one’s point of
view, the wide-ranging rubric of gossip can have
positive or negative social effects. This study takes
into account the definition of gossip by Foster
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(2004) as an exchange of personal information
about an absent third party that is conveyed in an
evaluative manner. Three elements for information
are identified to be labeled as gossip. First, it must
be personal in nature, bearing with it a sense of
intimacy shared upon by people with common
Secondly, gossip is about an absent
third person. It comes in a veil of secrecy and thus,
making it imperative that for gossip to occur the
target of the gossip must not be around to confirm,
deny, or defend his side of the tale. Finally, gossip
must be conveyed in an evaluative manner. When
a gossiper passes on gossip, he is also impliedly
passing on his personal judgment (i.e. evaluation)
on the matter, be it positive or negative. Consistent
to gossip’s evaluative nature, Turcotte (2012) held
that for one to be less likely gossiped on, one must
then adhere to group norms. Typically, one who
violates a norm becomes the subject for gossip.
Wilson et al. (2000) maintained that in upholding
group norms, gossip becomes self-serving, of
which the gossipers are reflected on the better side,
and targets are pulled harshly. People generally do
not want to be labeled or tagged as a gossiper,
thus according to Blumberg (1972), the inclination
to gossip is essentially a violation of one’s right to
privacy.

When men get talked about, it is almost always
about something remarkable or detestable, thus
bringing them either praise or blame (Machiavelli,
1516/1995). This gives light to both the positive
and negative bearing of gossip. Mettetal (1982)
observed that, among adolescents, exchanges

interests.

were likely to be more negative. This may suggest
that the more mature a person becomes, the more
subtle and complex the transmission of gossip
becomes (Gottman&Mettetal, 1986). Leaper and
Holliday (1995), on one hand, found that for both
positive and negative kind of gossip, gender
differences take weight.

A small, albeit important, portion of everyday
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conversation time is consumed by malicious
gossip (Dunbar, 1997). Ayim (1994) depicted that
the veracity to gossip is established upon the
gossiper’s intent. The variety of views regarding
gossip’s purpose and the biases society have
against it together with the vulnerability of some
people to gossip more than others have sparked
a lot of interest. While others suggest that gossip
is essentially a violation of the right to privacy
(Blumberg, 1972), others posit that it is far from
such. It was also discovered that the more socially
distant the source of the gossip is from the target,
the less wounding the news becomes to the object
of the gossip (Wert and Salovey, 2004). Additionally,
it is observed that circumstance is an important
ingredient to brew gossip. The setting has to be
just right, and the conditions have to be conducive
for gossip to thrive (Abrahams, 1970). Yerkovich
(1977) and Spacks (1982) cited the congeniality of
the situation and a certain atmosphere of intimacy
and gusto, respectively, make gossip even more
recognizable.

Looking at a cultural perspective, gossip can be
ameansforustolearnaboutoursocial environment
(Baumeister, et al., 2004). Either learning about
other’s misfortunes or hearing about other’s
accomplishments help people distinguish how he
could possibly make a name to flourish in the social
system. Cultural knowledge as a result of gossip
thereby, enhances individual performance. As man
strives for success, undeniably, one would compare
one’s success to that of others. Gossip is basically a
function of social comparison. When one compares
himself with others, it is driven not just by the need
for self evaluation, but the drive for improving
or enhancing oneself (Wert and Salovey,2004).
Hearing about another person’s accomplishments
through the grapevine encourages one to try and
reach the same achievements so he can say he is as
successful.

People gossip because they need information.
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In the quest for filling the gap between knowing
and not knowing, gossip can provide information
that the formal network of communication cannot.
Through gossip, information can be obtained in
a more efficient and indirect way than personal
experience (Levin and Arluke, 1987, as cited by
Turcotte, 2012). People may also gossip because
they need a pastime, a form of entertainment,
or recreation.
nothing else to do, or simply wish to escape reality
and monotony, people often indulge in the guilty
pleasure of gossiping. Gossip is fun, enjoyable,
amusing, and pleasurable (Turcotte, 2012; Ben-
Ze'ev, 1994). On another note, people gossip to
belong. Gossip brings together people who share
common interests, and establishes a line between
insiders (i.e.“us) and outsiders (i.e.“them”). People
may also gossip because they want to feel that
they are special in the organization, that they have
“power” that may not be necessarily provided by
the formal network. As Foster (2004) posits, gossip
is a form of an internal police. Summing this up,
we find that whatever reasons a person has in
engaging in gossip, it is fueled by some or all of the
social functions of gossip. Said social functions are:
(1) information, (2) entertainment, (3) friendship or
intimacy, and (4) influence. (Foster, 2004).

When they get bored, have got

Evident in most of the studies made about
gossip is its concentration on evolutionary/origins,
socio-cultural perspective and its underpinnings
on human interactions. Emphasis on its array
of definitions has already been given light from
different authors. Reviews have been made on
the phenomenon’s content, forms and functions.
However, Psychologyhasoverlookedthe proclivities
to gossip. To a great extent, human behavior may
be attributed to, and from the upshots of gossiping,
we learn, behave and communicate from and with
gossip. Even though, it has been assumed that
people use gossip in formulating his views of the
world, an in-depth exploration on gossip can still
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be made possible from a psychological viewpoint.
The theory we formulate aims to explain, describe
and predict the nature of gossip as projection of
basic life issues. Gossip undeniably gives thrill and
excitement.
that our gossips are reflections of the “ghosts”
(insecurities, inferiorities and superiorities) we
have in life. Strengthening the theory may lead to
other fascinating discoveries of the phenomenon

However, we are usually unaware

in context.

Given the unrelenting presence of gossip
throughout time, geographical location, age,
culture, and social structure, this paper will
contribute to knowledge by examining gossip
from a psychological standpoint, looking into
man’s neurotic needs and complexes. Gossip has
been considered as an understudied phenomenon
in the field of psychological research. As such, this
paper gives another perspective into how gossip

can be viewed, examined, and understood.

2.0 Theory Formulation and the Theory

This section is devoted to the formulation of a
theory about gossip. A minimal set of self evident
truths are gathered from existing studies and are
used to generate the core theory for this study.
Gossip has been defined differently by different
authors. In this paper, we will adopt the definition
by Foster (2004) of gossip as the exchange of
personal information about an absent third party
that is conveyed in an evaluative manner.

Axiom 1: People build their worth by their self-
concept.

The “self” is composed of concepts unique
to the individual which embodies the ultimate
question of “Who Am [?". A person’s self-concept
is shaped by the reactions that he or she receives
from significant others during social interaction.
One of the components of self concept is known as
self worth or self esteem. This is how an individual
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perceives himself, or what he thinks about himself.
Another componentis self-image. Thisisimportant
for good psychological health and is an effect
of how a person thinks, feels, and behaves in the
world. The third and final component is the ideal
self. This is a reflection of who an individual would
like to be. It is dynamic, and consists of goals and
ambitions in life.

According to Rogers (1959), the closer the
self-image is to our ideal self, the more congruent
we are and the higher is the sense of self-worth.
Having a distorted self-image therefore brings
about incongruence to the person’s total being.

Self-concept highlights man’s drive--- striving
for superiority (Adler, 1964). The striving for
superiority arises because as human beings we
feel inferior. At the beginning of life, we are born
incomplete and incompetent which activates
the feelings of inferiority. These feelings become
the motivating force that leads man to growth. A
man who has built a stronger sense of self-worth
seeks success for all humanity, while one who has
not becomes crippled with his inferiorities/selfish
intentions.

Axiom 2: Man is in a constant struggle to cope
with anxieties.

Self-protective mechanisms that address
the need to cope against anxieties become a
permanent part of one’s personality. Horney
(1945) saw anxiety not as inevitable but rather
as a result of social forces. As human beings, our
essential challenge is to be able to effectively relate
with others. However, when a person views the
intensive and compulsive pursuit of his satisfaction
as the only way to resolve his basic anxiety, these
Horney identified ten
different neurotic needs which lead to three
types of coping strategies. The first neurotic
trend, compliant personality (moving toward),
comprise of those who are needy or clingy, seeks

needs become neurotic.
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for approval, affirmation, acceptance and love
from others. The second neurotic trend, aggressive
personality (moving against) are characterized as
difficult, domineering and unkind, display hostility
and has the need to control other people. The
third neurotic trend, detached personality (moving
away) are those who are labeled as indifferent, cold,
aloof and displays antisocial behavior or those with
no remorse.

Axiom 3: Man is a social being.

Man is by nature a social animal. With this
nature, man will have the ultimate desire to be
accurate, making it inevitable not to compare
himself with others. People constantly engage
in social comparisons. To interpret whether our
performances represent success or failure, we
often compare ourselves that to the performance
of others.
ourselves with others who are similar to us
(Festinger,1954). Social comparison is deemed
crucial to self-esteem because the feelings of
competence or worth depend on a large part with
whom we are compared, both by ourselves and by

We are also most likely to compare

others.

Axiom 4: The structure of the gossip episode
includes support.

Eder (1991) posits that the life of a particular
gossip is dependent on the support it gets from
the people it is shared with. It is not so much as
the content, valence, or even the intensity of
the information being spread but rather on the
response it gets from the group that determine
whether it continues to be shared. In the same
study, an analysis of the structure of gossip showed
that the first response to an initial evaluation in
gossip strongly influences succeeding responses.
Similarly, responses made even by peripheral
or ornamental members can have significant
influence on the course of the gossip. This means
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Figure 1. Basic structure of a gossip episode (Eder, 1991)

that response is essential for gossip to flow. The
basic structure of a gossip episode (Figure 1) shows
the possible acts done in response to a gossip. It
must be noted that the mere act of responding
already signifies social support. Thus, the life of
gossip is hooked to the social support it gets.

Axiom 5: Relationship ties affect the
propensity to gossip.

The findings of Grosser et al (2010) indicate
that, in the organizational workplace, positive
gossip flows among both expressive friendship ties
and required instrumental workflow ties. Simply
put, personnel do not need to consider themselves
“friends” to indulge in positive gossip. The same
study found that negative gossip only flows among
expressive friendship ties. This suggests that a
person only shares negative gossip to someone
he trusts, and that the said trust is not necessary
in the sharing of positive gossip(Grosser et al,
2010). Finally, the study also concluded that the
more socially embedded (i.e. the more common
friends he shares with a coworker) a person is in
the organization, the more likely he is to spread
negative gossip.

In addition, the four group typology for
gossipers (Figure 2) developed by Foster (2004)

show how a person’s network awareness and social
activity affect his gossip behavior and propensity.

HIGH

Network awareness

GROUP 1—Effortlessly Aware

Well established
socially in the network;
do not require advice;
informed socially with
multiple, if infrequent,

gossipy contacts

GROUP 2—Actively Aware

Highly sociable newcomers
with high-frequency and
high number of gossip
contacts; seek and sought
by others for advice and
friendship

GROUP 3—Effortless and Aloof

Not highly connected
socially to network; “black
boxes" socially (more
introverted) with respect to
others; few gossip partners

GROUP 4—Active but Aloof

Tend to form close
friendships within
network, with average
connections to network
otherwise; friendships tend
to form without gossip

T

Low 4| }——» HIGH

Figure 2. Four group typology of gossipers (Foster, 2004)

Social activity

Theory

The nature of gossip is a projection of the
gossiper’s life issues which are basically grounded
on his overall self concept. The poorer the self
concept is, the higher the level of complexes (i.e.
inferiority and superiority). Gossip runs on social
support. Without social support, the transfer of
information is halted and the gossip ends. Thus,
man’s inability to compensate for life’s needs and
demands together with the social support received
by gossip increases the propensity to gossip.
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3.0 Conclusion

Every person deals with anxieties. These
anxieties are normal in an everyday transitory
sense. However, when a person becomes fixated
on the pursuit of his satisfaction as the only way
to resolve his basic anxiety, his “basic anxiety” turns
into a neurosis. The neurotic trends identified by
Horney (1945) all point to one or all of the purposes
of gossip and thus, indicate that a person’s
propensity to gossip is grounded on his anxieties.
The compliant personality is the gossiper who
gossips for acceptance, affirmation and love. This
gossip purpose focuses on friendship/intimacy, and
entertainment. The aggressive personality is the
individual who is often described as domineering,
difficult, and unkind. This is the gossiper who
gossips for information, power and influence.
Gossipers under the aggressive personality trend
have more tendencies to gossip manipulatively
and maliciously. The detached personality is the
one who is inclined to gossip for information.
Owing to his being aloof, cold, and indifferent,
there is a wider gap between what he knows in
the social structure he belongs in and what he
does not know; thus, he is predisposed to gossip in
order to acquire information. A person’s anxieties
and neurosis is a reflection of his self concept. The
incongruity between a person’s self image and
ideal self yields a mismatch that normally leads to
poor self concept.

Because man is a social being, and gossip is a
social activity, everyone, then, has a propensity to
gossip. Gossip is inevitable, but what makes gossip
thrive is not merely the social nature of man. Rather,
it is on the social support that gossip gets from the
group or network that it is shared with. To refuse
to respond to gossip and effectively denying it of
social support is the surest way to stop gossip in its
tracks. While the “soul” of gossip is in a person’s self
concept, its “heart”is in the social support it gets.
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