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Social scientists have long known that gossip isn’t just 
a frivolous pursuit or guilty pleasure. It creates power 
hierarchies, strengthens bonds, and is an important 
form of communication. But here’s some surprising 

news: You can use gossip as a powerful productivity tool in 
your organization.
It’s difficult to know how much one’s employees are 
gossiping, because gossip generally takes place in secret. 
But a fascinating new study (www.aaai.org) has revealed 
how much people gossip at work by examining thousands 
of e-mails. Their findings are stunning. About one in seven 
e-mails – or 14.7 percent – was gossip. And that’s just e-mails!
How much are your employees gossiping, and what are 
they talking about? You need to find out so you can turn 
this potentially negative distraction into a performance 
booster. Here’s how.

1. Convene an “obstacles session.”
Hold a meeting in which you ask employees:
•  What will help you be more successful in your work?
•  What does success look like?
•  What obstacles to your workplace productivity are 

you gossiping about?
•  How are these obstacles preventing your success?
The answers will be illuminating. Sometimes gossip itself 
gets raised as an issue. The important thing is to give 
employees a chance to discuss their gripes openly.
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2.  Turn it into a problem-solving 
session.

Ask employees to categorize their complaints into one of 
three categories: 
•  items they can control
•  those they can’t control but can influence
•  things over which they have no control. 
Ask them:
•  What ideas do you have about how to remove obstacles 

to success?
•  What is needed to confront these issues?
•  Who can best solve these problems?
Without realizing it, they’ll wind up with action plans.

3. Return the topic to gossip.
Ask employees to analyze their gossip to determine its 
impact. Pose questions such as these:
•  When is the last time you talked about someone 

negatively?
•  Was it because you don’t like that person? Or was it 

because that person was preventing you from being 
successful in your job?

“Gossip, if left as gossip, can 
destroy a team or organization.”

Help them see that gossip is a waste of work time unless it 
generates ideas to solve a real problem.

4.  Turn gossip into a trigger for action 
and improvement.

Ask employees to brainstorm examples of negative, 
meaningless gossip. Now have them practice turning each 
example into a positive, problem-solving conversation. For 
instance:
•  Negative gossip: “Sam always tries to make me look 

bad so he can look better.”
•  Positive, proactive solution: “I’m going to ask Sam 

how he can improve his sharing of data with me, because 
not doing so reflects poorly on me and our department.”

Gossip, if left as gossip, can destroy a team or organization. 
But if you view gossip as an indicator of underlying issues 
that need to be addressed, you can use it as an opportunity 
to shed light on those issues and deal with them. If viewed 
as an “alert” or a source of information, gossip can be a 
goldmine for the leader who knows how to use it. 
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