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because executives listen directly to employees. They also help executives acquire a deeper meaning and Page 204
quicker understanding of internal organizational problems. A third benefit of direct communication is that ———
employees might have more empathy for decisions made further up the corporate hierarchy.

COMMUNICATING THROUGH THE GRAPEVINE

Organizational leaders may try their best to quickly communicate breaking news to employees through emails, Twitter
tweets, and other direct formal channels, but employees still rely to some extent on the corporate grapevine. The

grapevine is an unstructured and informal network founded on social relationships rather than organizational charts or
job descriptions. What do employees think about the grapevine? Surveys have found that almost all employees use the

grapevine, but very few of them prefer this source of information. In one survey, only one-third of employees believe

grapevine information is credible. In other words, employees turn to the grapevine when they have few other options.2

Grapevine Characteristics

Research conducted several decades ago reported that the grapevine transmits information very rapidly in all directions
throughout the organization. The typical pattern is a cluster chain, whereby a few people actively transmit information to
many others. The grapevine works through informal social networks, so it is more active where employees have similar
backgrounds and are able to communicate easily. Many rumors seem to have at least a kernel of truth, possibly because
they are transmitted through media-rich communication channels (e.g., face-to-face) and employees are motivated to
communicate effectively. Nevertheless, the grapevine distorts information by deleting fine details and exaggerating key

points of the story.”2
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employees have similar backgrounds and are able to communicate easily.

Some of these characteristics might still be true, but the grapevine almost certainly has changed as email, social
networking sites, and Twitter tweets have replaced the traditional water cooler as sources of gossip. For example, several
Facebook sites are unofficially themed around specific companies, allowing employees and customers to vent their
complaints about the organization. Along with altering the speed and network of corporate grapevines, the Internet has
expanded these networks around the globe, not just around the next cubicle.

Grapevine Benefits'and Limitations

Should the grapevine be encouraged, tolerated, or quashed? The difficulty in answering this question is that the

grapevine has both benefits and limitations:22 One benefit, as was mentioned earlier, is that employees rely on the
grapevine when information is not available through formal channels. It is also the main conduit through which
organizational stories and other symbols of the organization’s culture are communicated. A third benefit of the grapevine
is that this social interaction relieves anxiety. This explains why rumor mills are most active during times of

uncertainty.2 Finally, the grapevine is associated with the drive to bond. Being a recipient of gossip is a sign of
inclusion, according to evolutionary psychologists. Trying to quash the grapevine is, in some respects, an attempt to

undermine the natural human drive for social interaction.22

While the grapevine offers these benefits, it is not a preferred communication medium. Grapevine information is
sometimes so distorted that it escalates rather than reduces employee anxiety. Furthermore, employees develop more
negative attitudes toward the organization when management is slower than the grapevine in communicating
information. What should corporate leaders do with the grapevine? The best advice seems to be to listen to the grapevine
as a signal of employee anxiety, then correct the cause of this anxiety. Some companies also listen to the grapevine and
step in to correct blatant errors and fabrications. Most important, corporate leaders need to view the grapevine as a
competitor and meet this challenge by directly informing employees of news before it spreads throughout the grapevine.
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