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Abstract

This study employs narrative methodology to develop an understanding of 

meanings people make of their gossiping experiences. Four theoretical approaches are 

identified in the review of literature: functionalistic approach, gossip as information 

management, and gossip as a social form of discreet indiscretion which extended as a 

basis for examining gossiping as a communication experience. Four themes emerged 

from six narrative interviews, regarding the co-researchers’ interpretations of their 

gossiping experiences: secrecy as a gossiping experience, gossiping as a negative 

experience, gossiping as a positive experience, and gossiping as being connected. The 

equivocal nature of gossiping stems from the participants’ engagement in two distinct 

sets of practices out of single set of resources.
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Chapter 1 

Literature Review

Statement of the Problem

Recently, I received an e-mail from one of my acquaintances with the request for 

some information about me. Someone had apparently asked this person about me, but she 

did not know what to say because I had not “provided” much information since I had 

discovered that after learning something either from me or other sources, this individual 

had disseminated this information to a lot of other people, several of whom used this 

information against me. It was a funny, weird, and confusing situation. It was funny 

because it seemed like a game for me, in which I could choose what to say and what not 

to say, or to ignore this request entirely. The realization that I had “learned” the rules of 

communication with this person and could manipulate whatever I chose to disclose in my 

own interests made me feel weird and cynical, yet I was also confused because I still 

remembered the feeling of frustration in being betrayed by a person whom I considered at 

that point a close friend.

Gossip is not a new topic for research investigation. It has been studied as both a 

communicative content and a communicative process, in terms of information circulation, 

characteristics of the gossip situation, conditions under which gossiping occurs, and 

consequences for the participants. Gossip has been studied from various angles, but 

always from the outsider’s or observer’s point of view. This study employs a social 

construction approach and looks at gossiping from the points of view of those who 

engage in this activity. From this perspective, the meanings of participants are central if
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one is to understand the cultural reality of the group. Social constructionists do not deny 

the existence of an existential reality. Instead they reject the assumption that meaning 

exists in some tangible form independent of human thought, and posit that meaning is 

constructed in social interaction. The meanings of things are not imposed on people. 

Meanings come into existence in and out of people’s engagement with others in the 

human world, and their understanding of this engagement (Crotty, 1998). Meaning does 

not exist as a separate reality which “waits” to be discovered and used by people for their 

benefit. On the contrary, meanings “are constructed by human beings as they engage with 

the world they are interpreting” (p. 42) in ongoing relations between people, and are 

shared by people through a dialectical process in everyday interaction. Words, therefore, 

do not have meanings in themselves, but “a us and furthermore, a use only in context, 

they are best thought of, not as having already determined meanings, but as means, as 

tools, or as instruments for use in the ‘making’ of meanings” (Shotter, cited in Pearce, 

1995, p. 98). When people communicate, they “are not just talking about the world [they] 

are literally participating in the creation of a social universe” (p. 98).

The purpose of the present study was to develop understanding of meanings 

people make of their gossiping experiences. What is it like to gossip from the point of 

view of those individuals who actually gossip? What do they feel? What is their 

definition of the gossiping situation? How is gossiping possible for them? Why do they 

gossip, and what is it like to be gossiped about?
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Gossip, Social Life, and Research

Talk about other people -  gossip -  is a significant feature of human life.

Gossipers provide observations about behavior and perform an important integrative and 

socializing function (Tebbutt, 1995). On one hand, “gossip manifests itself as a distilled 

malice” (Spacks, 1985, p. 4). Gossipers betray secrets, play with reputations, and 

circulate truths, half truths, and falsehoods about the activities, motives, and feelings of 

others. It is regarded by people as the province of idle minds; only those who have 

nothing to do would gossip about people and betray their trust. It is unreliable and 

inaccurate, “an entirely fallible source of information about other people” (Emler, 1994, 

p. 118). The motivations of those who gossip are questionable and generally despised. 

Gossipers are accused of talking badly about other people. Those who listen are not 

respected because they display improper interest with matters which should not be of 

anyone else’s concern. The worst gossiping is that used to gain prestige, power, affection, 

and even income (Bok, 1984). On the other hand, gossiping usually occurs in a context of 

intimacy (Gluckman, 1963; Harrington & Bielby, 1995; Merry, 1984; Spacks, 1986; 

Loshrie, 1999). It takes place in private, in the context of trust, and its participants use 

talk about others to reflect upon themselves, to express wonder and uncertainty, and to 

enlarge knowledge of one another. In this case, gossip becomes a crucial means for self- 

expression and solidarity (Spacks, 1985). Sometimes gossip serves as indication of trust 

and closeness. It “sustains matters more than the information it promulgates” (p. 5), 

expresses the relationship, and “implicitly articulates shared values of intimates” (p. 15).
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Gossip is “a social phenomenon of daily life about which actors have their own 

ideas and make their own judgments” (Bergmann, 1993, p. 1). From their everyday 

experience people understand what gossip is and what it means to gossip. When we see 

people whispering to each other, we often conclude that they must be discussing 

someone. When we hear someone speaking a language we do not understand, we are 

irritated and concerned because our first thought is that those people are talking about us, 

and we do not like it. We do not want to be discussed because we infer that we know 

exactly what is going on when people talk about other people. They criticize and make 

judgments of our mistakes and misfortunes, they evaluate every deed that caught their 

attention, they make fun of us, and despise us. However, they won’t tell it to our faces, 

but rather talk about us behind our backs. This makes them closer to each other and we 

feel left out of this interaction in particular and the group in general.

This obviousness of gossip can be converted into a methodological “certainty;” 

gossip is an easily identifiable object of scientific investigation that merely waits to be 

discovered, described, and explained. Coming from this perspective, researchers such as 

Wittek & Wielers (1998), Nevo & Nevo (1993), and Kurkland & Hope Pelled (2000) 

employ quantitative methods of data collection and analysis, and attribute objectivity, 

validity, and generalizability to their findings. Bergmann (1993), however, warns against 

utilizing an objective scientific approach to the study of any ordinary mundane 

phenomenon of human life because it “so alienates and distorts its subject -  for the 

everyday understanding -  that it becomes hardly recognizable anymore” (p. 2). To avoid 

the potential pitfalls of the positivist approach to the study of gossip, researchers such as
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Gladwin & Sarason, (1953), Frankenberg (1957), Gluckman (1963), Srinivas (1976), and 

Yerkovich (1977) have collected data via long-term participation in the social life of a 

group. They have sought to understand gossiping in its totality: what is said, why it is 

said, when and where it is said, and also the way it is said. They have studied the process 

of gossiping as the development of social relationship through interaction. They have 

produced thick descriptions of the circumstances under which gossiping occurs and 

sought to understand what makes gossiping activity “a controversial, sometimes risky yet 

always enticing part of our daily lives” (Yerkovich, 1976, p. 75).

The Nature of Gossip and Gossiping

According to Webster’s New World Dictionary (1986), gossip implies "idle talk 

or writing, especially about private affairs of others" (p. 604). However, a dramatic 

transformation has occurred in the definition of gossip over time. The earliest use of 

“gossip” as a noun concerns the role taken by godparents at a Christian baptism (Tebbutt, 

1995). The late Old English word “godsibb” was literally a “relative to God,” which 

emphasized spiritual closeness and care for the child’s well being. It could also apply to 

an intimate friend invited to a baptism.

In her analysis of medieval use of gossip, Loshrie (1999) tracks the meaning to 

the Middle Ages. She states that at that time a second meaning was invoked: “woman 

companion.” However, the word was not used as a verb yet. Other verbs designated the 

activity of gossip. “Janglen” meant “to chatter, talk idly, gossip” and “to grumble or 

complain.” In addition to these meanings “clateren” also had the meaning “to betray 

secrets.” The most dangerous form of gossip was designated by the term “bakbiten,”

6



meaning “to detract from the good name of someone behind his back; to defame, traduce, 

slander, disparage, criticize” (p. 69). These meanings are easily recognized in the modem 

interpretation of gossip as informal, private communication between an individual and a 

small, selected audience concerning the conduct of absent persons (Merry, 1984).

To avoid conceptual confusion, it is important to differentiate “gossip” from a 

similar term, “rumor,” which also describes “unofficial information gained or acquired 

from another person and not part of one’s direct knowledge” (Rosnow & Fines, 1976, p. 

130). Ting-Toomey (1979) provides concise distinction between rumor and gossip:

1. In gossip, the information being disclosed is closely connected to the affairs or 

activities of a third person, while in rumor, the information disclosed may be on 

any issue or subject, from world politics and economics, to individuals with 

whom one may not have direct contact or involvement.

2. In gossip, the act of “disclosure” is the essence of the process, it is “disclosing” 

news about a third person whom both the gossipers know, and through the process 

of gossiping the news is made available. In rumor, the process of “diffusion” is 

the key. Information is circulated freely through different channels.

3. Finally, in gossip, the information being disclosed may or may not be factual. In 

rumor, information being diffused is unsubstantiated, without the basis of truth, 

(pp. 2-3)

In this study I differentiate between content of gossip and process of gossiping. 

Content refers to the information, which is told to the gossip recipient. Content is an 

intimate knowledge of private affairs of the third party who is absent at the moment of
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conversation. Ting-Toomey (1979) states a content rule for gossip: “the exclusive 

information A imparts to B (or vice versa) is not public knowledge about C from either 

perspective of gossiper A or B” (p. 8). However, this knowledge is always worthy of 

communication because gossipers tend to emphasize "the unexpected, the 

unconventional, the juicy, the strange, the improper, the immoral, the eccentric in the 

behavior of the subject of gossip when reconstructing the event” (Bergmann, 1993, p.

98). The information transmitted as gossip should also be presented as believable. This 

issue arises because of the morally contaminated character of the information the 

gossipers transmit. In order to eliminate reproach for being a slanderer, gossipers may 

pretend that gossip information has been passively or accidentally acquired, and they did 

not make any active effort to obtain it. Another technique is preventive denial. Using this 

disclaimer, people begin their gossip contribution with an utterance like “I do not want to 

say something bad... but....” Introductions of this kind serve to anticipate the possible 

negative reaction of an interaction partner. However, the information that follows such 

introduction is not presented in the neutral sense of a news broadcaster, because gossipers 

are not interested in the informative content of their gossip. What is important is the 

commentary and the evaluation of it.

Evaluation is created in the process of gossiping which is an “intrinsically 

valuable activity” (Ben-Ze’ev, 1994, p. 12) whose value lies in the process itself. People 

very often enjoy gossip because the interaction is easygoing and effortless (Taylor, 1994). 

Gossipers do not address highly sophisticated, profound, and serious issues. People are 

not worried if the information presented is “slightly” altered. On the contrary, various
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opinions and interpretations are welcome. It is “a sort of communication all people can 

share” (Ben-Ze’ev, 1994, p. 15). When gossiping, people talk for the sake of talking, not 

for the sake of information itself, which might or might not be used for their own benefit, 

and not for the sake of hurting someone intentionally.

Thus, gossip concerns intimate knowledge of others’ private affairs. I refer to this 

knowledge as the content of gossip which is disseminated through interpersonal 

interaction. At the same time, gossip is also a communicative process. In everyday 

experience the difference between the content and the process of gossiping is rarely 

noticeable. Gossipers do not determine the communicative content and the 

communicative process in isolation from each other. Whether an event is considered 

worthy of communication and thereby becomes “information,” when, to whom, and in 

what sequence “this information is to be imparted as a message, and how this message is 

actually to be transmitted, all these questions are decided in the participants’ actions 

through recourse to relevant relational networks” (Bergmann, 1993, p. 48). However, not 

any knowledge can constitute content for gossip conversation, and not every interaction 

in which people discuss others becomes the process of gossiping. Therefore, it is 

important to review the conditions that make a communicative process a gossiping 

activity.

Conditions for Gossiping

Yerkovich (1977) provides a useful discussion of the factors that affect gossiping 

interaction: the familiarity of the participants, a congenial definition of the situation, and 

the moral characterization of the subject. She argues that familiarity o f the participants
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implies a social relationship in which social distance is minimized. At the stage of 

becoming familiar with the situation, biographical information about selves and others is 

shared. If the opinions coincide, preliminary evaluative opinions are developed 

concerning the absent individuals. As the relationship develops, the evaluations of 

specific instances shape into categories. Once established, the categories take a part in the 

store of shared knowledge that familiar individuals use when they interact with one 

another. Thus, the situation is defined as familiar when social distance is minimized by 

sharing information about selves and others. Mutual concerns lead to the development of 

shared knowledge about everyday interests and of evaluative categories concerning ways 

of acting and interacting.

Bergmann (1993) adds an important consideration that not only the familiarity of 

the participants, but also the reciprocal relationship of acquaintance is a necessary 

condition for gossip discussion. It is important that “acquaintanceship” actually exists 

between the subject of gossip and the gossipers. Acquaintanceship means “reciprocal 

acquaintanceship: each knows the other, that is, one can identify each other through 

previous knowledge, information, and earlier encounters” (p. 50). The degree of this 

reciprocal knowledge can vary a great deal from one acquaintanceship to another. 

However, the fact that one of the participants in the conversation is closely related to a 

subject of gossip can obstruct the emergence of gossip about that person because the 

“person counts as virtually present and thereby cannot be the subject of gossip when one 

of the gossipers forms an intimate social unit with him or her” (p. 52).
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Congenial definition o f  the situation implies that “the situation of a particular 

interaction must be constituted and defined by the participating individuals to provide a 

backdrop for social communion” (Yerkovich, 1977, p. 194). All participants must express 

an interest in gossiping (either verbally or nonverbally). This interest is necessary to 

prevent serious contradictions which might interrupt the flow of conversation, solidarity, 

and the sociability of the interaction. People who listen with interest to gossip, take part 

in gossiping, and occasionally pass on what they hear, are active gossipers. They create a 

congenial situation for gossiping if they are interested in the immediate activity and 

participate in it with enthusiasm. Passive gossipers are those who might be interested 

neither in the content nor the process, but do not interrupt this activity by leaving.

Individuals gossiping about someone for the first time often exchange a great deal 

of information about the absent persons and create an initial moral characterization. This 

initial moral characterization is both used and referred to implicitly or explicitly in 

subsequent conversations. The gossiper strategically relays relevant information about an 

absent individual and then implicitly or explicitly justifies the presentation. The 

gossiper’s comments are “moral” because they “describe an individual’s behavior and 

present it as sanctual” (Yerkovich, 1977, p. 195). The gossipers draw their comments 

from the store of knowledge they have about the person to be talked about, and as one 

individual is talked about repeatedly by the same people, the moral comments about that 

person increase in number and develop into full fledged “moral characterization.” The 

characterization is selective, rather than complete, because it includes only the elements
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of knowledge about an individual which support and justify the stance taken by the 

gossiper.

Beyond Yerkovich’s (1977) three conditions, two other factors are essential for 

gossiping to become possible. Gluckman (1963), Rosnow (1977), Ting-Toomey (1979), 

Bok (1984), Merry (1984), Spacks (1986), and Bergmann (1993) all agree that gossip 

occurs ONLY when the person who is being gossiped about is absent at the moment of 

the conversation. Bok (1984) defines gossip as “informal personal communication about 

other people who are absent or treated as absent” (p. 91). Ting-Toomey (1979) states the 

contextual rule for gossip: “when A and B gossip about C, C is not to be within the 

listening distance of A and B” (p. 7). Bergman (1993) views “absence” of the subject of 

gossip as “a structural condition of the emergence of gossip” (p. 50).

It is important to mention that gossipers intentionally choose not to include the 

subject of the gossip in the conversation. Moreover, not only the content of the 

conversation, but also the very event of such conversation is kept secret from the 

outsiders. Outsiders are those who do not participate in the gossiping process, and 

therefore do not share access to gossip information. Because outsiders are intentionally 

kept out of the conversation, secrecy also becomes a condition for gossiping. However 

secrecy is not imposed on the participants of a gossip conversation as an external fixed 

set of rules and norms. On the contrary, secrecy is negotiated in the process of gossiping 

by the gossipers themselves. Explicit agreement among the gossipers is usually presented 

with a disclaimer: “I am not supposed to tell you, but I will. Promise that you will not tell 

it to anyone!” Agreement to this initial statement does not necessarily mean that the
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gossip recipient will actually keep this information to him- or herself, but if he or she 

does not agree to this condition, the information will not be shared. Therefore secrecy is 

not a characteristic of the content of messages (Bellman, 1981), but rather is constituted 

by the participants in the conversation: “to tell a secret is to do secrecy” (p. 8).

There is a difference between privacy and secrecy (Bok, 1983; Bellman, 1981). 

Privacy is “the condition of being protected from unwanted access by others -  either 

physical access, personal information, or attention” (Bok, pp. 10-11). Intentional 

concealment or hiding is the defining trait of secrecy. To keep a secret means “to block 

information about it or evidence of it from reaching someone, and to do it so 

intentionally” (p. 6). Bellman (1981) argues that secrecy and privacy are not comparable 

concepts. He sees the distinction in the difference between holding secrets and the 

practice of discretion. Holding a secret belongs to the realm of privacy. As he explains:

To reveal discreet knowledge requires the practice of tact, having the sense for 

knowing what to do or say in order to avoid offense and to maintain good 

relations with others. Indiscretion is the conveying of knowledge in a tactless or 

inappropriate manner. A normative response to such behavior is anger over the 

way the information was elicited rather than the actual revelation of the concealed 

knowledge, (p. 8)

The notion of secrecy is relevant to the analysis of gossiping in two respects.

First, through regulated control and disclosure of information, individuals as well as 

groups may exert some control over their environment by making it unreachable for 

outsiders (Tefft, 1980). Gossipers choose to whom they reveal the intimate knowledge
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about the subject of gossip and from whom to keep it a secret. By doing this, they 

demonstrate that the recipient of gossip is included in the group. The recipients are 

entrusted with the news as secret information, so that to both outsiders and insiders, 

gossiping may appear as a sign of trust and closeness. This aspect of gossiping explains 

how boundaries around exclusive “we” groups are created and subsequently recreated. In 

the first place, “the strongly emphasized exclusion of all outsiders makes for a 

correspondingly strong feeling of possession” (Simmel, 1950, p. 332) which brings a 

value accent to gossip content. Moreover, knowing such valuable information provides 

an access to the group’s activity -  the process of gossiping itself. Accordingly, there is a 

difference between those who know the news and those who do not. Those who possess 

the intimate knowledge about the content of gossip and the activity of gossiping are 

granted the privilege of being a part of the group. The secret “gives one a position of 

exception; it operates as a purely socially determined attraction” (p. 332). Therefore, 

gossiping “flourishes in close-knit, highly connected social networks” (Merry, 1984, p. 

227).

It is secrecy that puts the barrier between those who have the knowledge of secret 

information and those who do not (Simmel, 1950). The practice of blocking the 

information contains an essential contradiction and is described by Bellman (1981) as a 

paradox of secrecy:

The informant who is telling a secret either directly or tacitly makes the claim that 

the information he or she speaks is not to be spoken. The respondent is instructed
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to hear talk while at the same time disclaim that the telling is violating or 

exposing the secret. (Bellman, 1981, p. 10)

Those who lack such knowledge may seek it for various reasons: to cross the barrier and 

become part of a group, to higher self-esteem, to “exchange” this piece of information for 

another one, etc. Those who have this knowledge always have a temptation to disclose it. 

The tension between these two interests -  to keep (possess a secret knowledge), and the 

ability and power to reveal it (which is very often called betrayal) -  “is dissolved in the 

moment of its revelation” (Simmel, 1950, p. 333). If secrecy is how gossiping becomes 

possible, then out of the counterplay of the two interests -  revealing and concealing 

intimate knowledge -  spring the nuances of gossiping.

Definition of Gossip

In view of these diverse observations on the nature of gossip, it is important to 

specify how the term is used in this study. Gossip designates a specific communicative 

content, a communicative process, and social event. As a communicative content, gossip 

is news about personal affairs of an absent person. As a communicative process, 

participants recognize the situation as familiar and take part in the activity either by 

actively sharing “news,” or by expressing passive consent to gossiping by not stopping 

the conversation, changing the subject, or leaving the place where the conversation is 

taking place. The information or content that is of interest for the gossipers is not public 

information, and is such that the subject of gossip would most likely prefer not to disclose 

this information to others. Therefore, the gossipers agree to keep in secret not only the 

content of gossip conversation, but also the very fact the gossiping event took place.
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However, not any information can become gossip. Through evaluative accentuation, 

cultural nonverbal indicators, and the choice of appropriate descriptive terms, gossipers 

indicate how they want their story to be interpreted. From their shared knowledge of one 

another and their evaluative categories, they form a moral characterization of the absent 

person which may serve to reinforce the existing social bonds of the gossipers. 

Approaches to the Study of Gossip

Three broad approaches to understanding gossip can be identified in the literature: 

the functionalistic view, the information management approach, and the social form of 

discreet indiscretion. The first approach is functionalistic, which views gossip not merely 

as “idle chatter,” but as small talk with a social purpose (Rosnow, 1977) that concerns the 

actions, activities, and affairs of other people. This approach views gossip as a 

mechanism that serves a specific purpose in a social group. Gluckman (1963) argues that 

gossip is not simply “idle talk,” but fulfills important social functions for the preservation 

of a social group by maintaining the morals and bringing conformity with values and 

objectives. Gossiping unites a group within a larger society, provides a way of controlling 

competing cliques and aspiring members, and transmits information that teaches and 

enforces group norms. It creates stronger group identification and clarifies group 

boundaries, and therefore strengthens the identity and cohesion of a social group. On one 

hand, Gluckman emphasizes that gossiping fulfills this function only within social groups 

whose members are already integrated through a feeling of belonging. On the other hand, 

if a social group dissolves and the members no longer recognize the group’s values and 

goals as binding, the function of gossip is reversed: it accelerates the process of
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disintegration. Gluckman’s (1963) “law” for the interconnection of gossip and social 

group is that “The more exclusive a social group is, the more its members will concern 

themselves with gossip and scandalous stories” (p. 309).

Merry (1984) views gossiping as a powerful means of informal social control 

which has its greatest impact in highly connected and morally homogeneous networks. It 

is a social statement that the recipient of gossip is socially close to the speaker. To the 

audience, gossip is a sign of trust and confidence. As gossip becomes more judgmental, 

gossipers “refer critically and disapprovingly to another’s deviant behavior and thereby 

implicitly confirm the validity of established norms and values” (Bergmann, 1993, p.

141). The subject of the gossip is refused the privilege of participating in the gossip 

conversation and is viewed as an outsider who does not share the values and moral 

considerations of the group of gossipers. There is always a danger that the gossip 

information can be revealed to outsiders, who in their turn may accuse the gossipers of 

being slanderers. Therefore, the gossipers are confined to the group norms and are 

obligated to keep the content of gossip and the very event of gossiping secret from those 

who do not have access to the group. Gossip thus becomes “a device for manipulating 

relationships, for forging new intimate ones and discarding old, less attractive ones” 

(Merry, p. 277). Moreover, “the very existence of gossip and participation in it, are 

powerful reminders of appropriate behavior and represent strong disciplinary devices or 

expressions of the attempts of a given community to clarify and assert certain norms” 

(Orrego, 1991, p. 30).
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Levin and Arluke (1987) suggest that gossip is used to enhance self-esteem or 

status in a group, to obtain information that serves our need to evaluate our opinions and 

beliefs through comparison with others, to define ambiguous or anxiety-laden situations, 

or to entertain or relax. It is a vehicle for the acquisition of knowledge which can be used 

“to defame others, to establish bonding within a group, or provide a forum for self- 

expression and expression of those intimate others within the gossip circle” (Ayim, 1994, 

p. 86). It satisfies the need to acquire information that is otherwise hard to obtain and 

functions crucially in establishing intimacy (Ben-Ze’ev, 1994). Emler (1994) suggests 

that gossip is a complex and sophisticated instrument of adaptation. It requires “delicate 

judgments about what precisely to say and to whom, how to say it, and what to hold 

back” (p. 138). Therefore, it affords people possibilities of monitoring and managing 

their reputations.

In his major attack on Gluckman’s (1963) analysis, Paine (1967) rejects the 

functionalistic approach and develops a second approach to gossip as a form of 

information management. His alternative explanation begins with the observation that 

gossip is informal communication that is basically concerned with the exchange of 

information by individuals in order to put forward and protect their own interests, and to 

attack their opponents in situations where open confrontation is too risky. Gossip is also a 

means of competing by broadcasting favorable information about one’s self while 

transmitting critical facts about one’s rivals. Paine critiques Gluckman for ignoring the 

perspective of the actors and their motivations for gossiping. He concludes that it is 

individuals who gossip, not the community.
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Building on Erving Gofffnan’s (1959) concept of “impression management,”

Paine (1967) coins the concept “information management” for the interest-oriented 

handling of information in gossip. The interests that determine the behavior of the gossip 

participants work in several ways. First, gossipers have the urgent interest to receive 

information about what is going on around them. Therefore, they are anxious to maintain 

the flow of information that provides them with news about relevant events. On the other 

hand, gossipers are also interested in repeating information that is of interest to others. 

They not only try to get their interpretation of a social act accepted, but they also expect 

an even greater information gain. Finally, in order to promote their own interests, 

gossipers always pursue the goal of exploiting the values and moral ideas to which they 

implicitly or explicitly refer in their information. Thus, if gossipers appeal to moral 

norms and rules, they do it in the interest of raising their own status.

In her analysis of Gluckman’s (1963) and Paine’s (1967) debate, Merry (1984) 

comes to the conclusion that their “perspectives are not mutually exclusive but 

complimentary” (p. 274). Gluckman is preoccupied with social needs and looks at the 

functions gossip performs for social groups, while Paine emphasizes the process of 

information transmission and discusses the motivations for actors to engage in gossiping. 

Yerkovich’s (1977) findings support Merry’s (1984) view on Gluckman’s and Paine’s 

debate. On one hand, the participants of gossip interaction manipulate the information 

strategically “through creation of others as ‘moral characters in talk’” (Yerkovich, p.

192). On the other hand, “the substance of the moral characterization serves to reinforce 

the existing social bond of the gossipers” (p. 196).
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The third approach is grounded in the social construction perspective and focuses 

on the equivocal nature that arises from the relational structure of gossiping. As

mentioned above, gossip designates a communicative content and at the same time a 

communicative process. However, whether the news about the private affairs of a third 

party becomes gossip or not “depends not only on the content of this news but equally on 

the relational configuration of those who disseminate it, perceive it, and are affected by 

it” (Bergman, 1994, p. 48). The people who disseminate gossip, perceive it, and are 

affected by it are the gossip producer, gossip recipient, and the subject of gossip (see also 

Ting-Toomey, 1979). Bergmann views them as a gossip triad and argues that the way 

they relate to each other and the way they communicate gossip information constitute the 

relational structure of gossip.

The first person in the gossip triad is the subject of the gossip, which is the person 

being gossiped about. The persons who are talked about in gossip conversations are 

excluded from the conversation as active participants. They stand in a reciprocal 

relationship of acquaintance with gossiper, and they have their private domain of action 

that is a source of information. The second person in the gossip triad is the gossip 

producer. This person knows personal affairs of the absent third party and transmits this 

information to conversational partners who are present. The producer “penetrates ... the 

inner space of another’s social existence and then ... pushes outward with his [sic] 

information” (Bergmann, 1993, pp. 66-67). The last person of the gossip triad is the 

gossip recipient. Bergmann argues that all three figures of the gossip triad are in relation
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with each other and only through their relationship “a conversation finally becomes a 

gossip” (Bergmann, 1993, p. 67).

The characteristic feature of the relations in the gossip triad is the equivocal- 

contradictory nature:

Gossip is publicly despised and at the same time is practiced in private with great 

delight. It is precise and detailed and remains, however, vague and allusive. 

Authentic presentations are suddenly transformed into exaggerations. Indecency 

is mixed with decent restraint. Indignation about transgressions is paired with 

amusement. Disgust with compassion, disapproval with understanding. Morally 

contaminated information is presented in an innocent wrapper. Ingenuous 

sociability is mixed with calculated backbiting. Shameful affection and coyness 

interchanges with shameless directness, (p. 149)

Bergmann finds an explanation to this paradox in the very structure of gossip. First, it is 

an unstable situation for the person who has learned “information” about someone’s 

affairs because he or she knows not only the information itself, but also realizes that he or 

she is aware of something that others might not know. Such a realization creates a 

temptation for this person to disclose this information as news to other people. Therefore, 

“the tendency to gossip is a structural part of private information” (p. 150). Second, the 

recipient of gossip who has information about someone’s affairs, is obligated to the 

person who told it to him or her in secret, to keep this information in secret. However, the 

recipient may also have a network of friends and feels obligated by loyalty to this 

network to disclose this information. By revealing such information, also in secret, the
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gossip recipient maintains and strengthens the close relationship with these friends. This 

leads, on one hand, to the formation of “gossip chains in which indiscreet information is 

disseminated rapidly and, on the other hand, to the well-known phenomenon of 

backbiting that consists of a large number of friends and acquaintances going through 

gossipy information in their conversations as fast as possible” (Bergmann, 1993, p. 152). 

Furthermore, the condemnation of gossip by the general public leads to the activation of 

close networks of people as “the most appropriate-because-most-restricted system of 

information distribution” (p. 152). Therefore, gossip reaffirms the norms of the gossiping 

community by bringing social pressure to keep entrusted information in secret. At the 

same time, gossip is despised by the general public for “exposing back-stage behavior 

and revealing the pretensions, faults, peccadilloes, and scandal of community of actors” 

(Post, 1994, p. 56).

Thus, there are three broad approaches to explaining gossip as a social 

phenomenon. The functionalist approach focuses on the social functions of gossip in 

society. Gossiping maintains the moral values and the unity of the social groups, and at 

the same time can destroy these groups by exposing deep secrets of their members. 

Second, gossip is a specific mode of information management, a device people use to 

protect or to forward their interests. Finally, gossip is a genre of equivocal 

communication whose paradox is revealed in its triadic relational structure: the subject, 

the recipient, and the producer of gossip.

The first two approaches to gossip focus either on information management or the 

power it exercises in order to strengthen or destroy human relationships. One approach
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seeks “to comprehend the latent functions of gossip for group preservation, whereas the 

other seeks to comprehend its manifest functions for the interests of the individual 

gossipers” (Bergmann, 1993, p. 148). Both approaches bring the notion of morality into 

their discussion of gossiping, and both abstract the sociological elements of “morality,” 

“group,” and “information” from the practices of gossiping people and study gossip as a 

reified entity or a social force. In this interpretation, gossip both as content and as process 

is normally abstracted from the people who are engaged in the gossiping activity. 

Gossiping is removed from everyday mundane activity and conceptualized as something 

impersonal that exists outside human places. Gossip is seen as something that 

“flourishes,” “creates a barrier,” “controls” people’s behavior, “satisfies” their needs, and 

that “strengthens” or “destroys” human relationships. As a consequence, neither the 

functionalist nor the information management approach is suitable for the present 

research, which is aimed at understanding how people make meanings of their gossiping 

experiences. Bergmann’s (1993) approach is more consistent with a communication 

perspective because he looks at gossiping in terms of the dynamic, on-going relations 

among the gossip producer, recipient, and the subject of gossip. He argues that “gossip 

preserves its dynamics and contradictory character because these different social 

elements occur simultaneously, intersect, and neutralize themselves in gossip- 

communication” (p. 149). When two people gossip, they share the indiscreet information 

and their disgust about mutual acquaintances, and thus “produce and reproduce between 

themselves a social relation with a high degree of intimacy” (p. 153). As a social form of
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discreet indiscretion, gossip is a mechanism of socialization of the first order. However, 

gossip is possible only if it is disdained by the general public:

With the elimination of its social condemnation gossip would no longer need to 

be conducted in secrecy. Indiscreet information would no longer need to be 

communicated discreetly. There would be no more whispering, no conspiring 

together, no more furtive “only for you!”. .. The socializing function of gossip is 

impossible without its social disdain. It is only as something bad that gossip can 

be something good. (Bergmann, 1993, p. 153)

At this point in his analysis, Bergmann abstracts gossip from mundane taken-for-granted 

activity and argues that “this social form of discreet indiscretion represents the 

institutionalized solution to a structural contradiction and in this way acquires its basic 

paradoxical structure, dynamics, and equivocal nature” (pp. 151-152).

On one hand, Bergmann introduces the discussion of gossip as a dynamic 

communicative process where gossip producer, gossip recipient, and the subject of gossip 

produce and reproduce their social relationships. On the other hand, in his final argument, 

gossip is viewed as a mechanism, a force that makes people communicate in a certain 

way, and which is alienated from those who are actually involved in the process of 

gossiping, those who co-constitute what gossip appears to be -  dynamic, equivocal, and 

contradictory -  people themselves. Moreover, it is still unclear from Bergmann’s final 

argument how it is possible that gossip can be “good” and “bad” at the same time. In 

order to understand the equivocal nature of gossiping it is necessary to look more closely
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at the relational structure of the gossip triad, and at how the meaning for gossiping is co

constituted among the participants of the gossip triad.

First, it is crucial to distinguish between the inside participants of the gossip 

interaction and those who are not granted such privilege: the outside observers. 

Bergmann’s (1993) analysis of the relational structure of the gossip triad allows one to 

understand the internal relationship between gossip producer, recipients, and subjects of 

gossip. He argues that “social disdain.. .reinforces the social network of gossipers” (pp. 

152-153). However, “social disdain” does not fit the analysis of the relational structure of 

the gossip triad. Only outside observers have the ability to condemn gossiping as a 

worthless, shameful, tactless, or indiscreet activity. The gossip producer and recipient are 

participants in the gossip interaction; they are actually involved in the process of 

gossiping and do not condemn their actions. Even if they feel remorse or guilt, they 

negotiate the meaning of the conversation with other participants of the gossip interaction 

and justify that what they are really doing is not gossip, but just “small talk,” “casual 

conversation,” “sharing,” or “expressing an opinion.” Otherwise, they would have to 

admit that they intentionally engage in a malicious process of hurting other people. When 

people are outside observers, they do not share the joy of gossiping at the moment, but 

build their negative judgment on the basis of their knowledge of the consequences of 

gossiping activity, usually from personal experience of being a subject of gossip, or from 

reports of such experience of other people. They may also hear stories from other 

observers about how the subjects of the gossip got hurt because of the way others were 

talking about them.
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Second, it is important for the analysis of gossip to distinguish between what 

people know about gossip and what they do when they are involved in gossiping. 

Bergmann’s (1993) distinction between the concept of gossip and practice of gossip is 

also relevant to the present research. He defines the concept of gossip as the “substantial” 

everyday understanding of gossip, which refers to the fact that people possess “a practical 

knowledge by means of which we can reliably recognize gossip in our everyday 

experience and competently participate in it” (p. 21). This is distinct from the practice of 

gossip, or the “procedural” capacity “to evoke gossip as an autonomous, intersubjectively 

shared form of communication, which implies the capacity to decide from individual 

indicators when a conversation is gossip or turns into it” (p. 21). Bergman’s distinction 

corresponds with Pearce’s (1989) view of all forms of human activity as “a recurring, 

reflexive process in which resources are expressed in practices and in which practices 

(re)construct resources” (p. 23, italics added). From this perspective, people’s knowledge 

(Bergman’s concept) of something is constituted, maintained, and changed in the process 

of engaging in practices. This process is reflexive in that resources enable people to 

engage in practices, and practices allow people to create, maintain, or change resources.

Although Bergmann does not do so, I believe that the distinction between 

content/resources and practices can be used to clarify his discussion of the equivocal- 

contradictory character of gossiping. Specifically, gossiping can be seen to involve one 

concept or set of resources, but two separable sets of practices. One set involves practices 

in which people engage when they are observers of the gossiping activities of others,
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while the other set of practices encompasses those in which people engage as members of 

particular gossip triads.

As observers of the gossiping activities of others, people articulate their 

understanding of gossip as talking badly about other people, and as involving malice, 

detraction, the betraying of secrets and other people’s confidence, idle curiosity, 

penetration of privacy, triviality, etc. For centuries, observers have been treating 

gossiping as “a poor relative of true conversation; one with whom it was wise to have no 

dealing, against whom one warned others” (Bergmann, 1993, p. 23). The word itself 

“brings to mind a cluster of malicious gossips, delighting in every morsel of intimate 

information about others, the more scandalous the better” (Bok, 1984, p. 89). Gossip is 

constructed in talks as ill-willed, petty, questionable from a moral point of view, and as 

backbiting or backstabbing. Observers treat as most reprehensible “gossip in breach of 

confidence, gossip the speaker knows to be false, and unduly invasive gossip” (Bok,

1984, p. 95). Spacks (1985) argues that the idea of gossip may even inspire paranoia 

“because of its immeasurable threat to reputation, to what other people think of us, and 

because one can do little to counter circulated slander” (p. 29). It is in the practices of 

observers of gossip that gossiping is generally condemned by people, which is one central 

feature of Bergmann’s (1993) discussion of the equivocal nature of gossip.

On the other hand, actual engagement in gossiping brings pleasure in participating 

in the process itself, joy in narrative detail, a form of closeness and intimacy, the 

satisfying feeling of belonging to a group of people, of playing an important role in this 

group, etc. When people are engaged in the practice of co-constituting gossip about other
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people, they do not view themselves as slanderers, though they realize that observers may 

consider them as such. As a result, their practices involve attempts to conceal the fact that 

they are talking about an absent individual and to prevent observers from accusing them 

of being slanderers. So, gossipers keep in secret not only the content of gossip 

interaction, but also the very fact that the gossip conversation took place. The subject of 

gossip is never present. The gossipers take precautions in order not to be overheard: they 

close doors, lower their voices, sit closer, very often whisper, are always on alert, watch 

out for somebody is approaching, and very often make the recipient of gossip promise 

that he or she will not tell this information to anyone. That gossiping is desired and 

enjoyed arises in the practices of the participants in gossip interaction, and is the other 

central feature of Bergman’s (1993) analysis, which together with condemnation by 

observers explains the equivocal nature of the relations in the gossip triad. Thus, from 

the social construction perspective developed here, gossiping is always co-constituted in 

interactions. Observers of gossiping and participants in gossip triads employ the same 

concept of, knowledge of, or resources for gossiping, but engage in different practices, 

and thus reflexively constitute themselves as either observers or as participants. The 

consequences for the participants who co-constitute gossip may vary in different 

situations: the gossipers may feel closer and develop friendly relationships; if the subject 

of gossip finds out that he or she is being talked about, this person may either break all 

relationships with the gossipers or simply re-structure the event as a joke in order to keep 

those relationships; or people may choose not to participate in gossip discussions and, 

therefore, be excluded from the group of gossipers. Observers co-constitute a different set

28



of meanings for gossiping in evaluating the gossiping situation and its consequences. The 

situation may be viewed as people talking about matters which should not be their 

concern. Gossipers are viewed as slanderers, backstabbers, backbiters, etc., and as 

harming the subject of gossip. Gossiping is framed as hurting other people by talking 

badly about them or spreading false information.

In short, the meanings that participants co-constitute while gossiping about 

someone absent at the moment of conversation differ from the meanings co-constituted 

by observers who are not gossiping at the moment, but who see others involved in this 

activity. The meanings of gossiping from both the participants’ and the observers’ points 

of view are taken for granted by people in everyday life. They recognize the meaning of 

the gossiping situations when they are actually involved in them, and they condemn this 

activity for its triviality and harmful consequences when they observe others gossiping. 

People may not consciously recognize the difference, but can easily switch from one 

meaning to another and act accordingly, depending on whether they are engaged as 

participants or observers.

Finally, the secrecy involved in gossiping is also a factor in its equivocal nature. 

Gossiping indicates that the participants share intimate knowledge about someone. 

Gossipers keep this knowledge in secret from outsiders, both when they are actually 

involved in the process of gossiping, and when they are outside their circle of trusted 

people. This may promote intimacy and trust among the gossipers, and foster their close 

relationship. At the same time, gossiping has a strong negative connotation associated 

with disclosing the secrets of others, making someone’s private affairs public, and
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therefore betraying the trust and confidence of others. From the interplay between 

concealing and revealing gossip spring the nuances of our equivocal understanding of 

what gossip and gossiping mean.

Research Question

Traditionally, gossip has been studied using ethnographic methods (Gluckman, 

1963; Yerkovich, 1977). Researchers have immersed themselves in the social setting in 

order to learn about the content of the “idle talk,” its distinguishing features, and the 

functions it plays in the social group. Nevo, et al. (1994) developed a Tendency to Gossip 

questionnaire to measure the frequency with which individuals engage in gossip-like 

behavior such as talking to friends about other people’s successes, love affairs, etc. 

Harrington & Bielby (1995) studied gossip as it appears on electronic bulletin boards. 

Wittek & Wielers (1998) developed an instrument to measure gossip behavior in 

organizations. Existing studies on gossip thus focus either on the observations of the 

content of gossip, on how people gossip in the natural setting, on the role gossiping plays 

in a social group, or on the measurement of gossip in order to assess its potential harm or 

benefit for an organization.

None of the prior studies has attempted to learn about or to understand the 

experiences of people engaged in gossiping. Gossip is not a socially desired activity, but 

people engage in it every day, everywhere: at work, at home, at lunch or dinner with 

friends. Therefore, this study explores what it is like to gossip, how gossiping is possible, 

and people’s lived experiences of gossiping.
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Chapter 2 

Methodology

Interviews

The focus of this research is people’s gossiping experiences. The purpose is to 

develop an understanding of people’s meanings of their gossiping experiences. Gossip is 

a social phenomenon about which people have their own ideas and make their own 

judgments (Bergmann, 1993). In order to truly capture the lived world of the individuals 

who have experiences in talking about other people a story must be told. People 

experience the world and re-present their experiences narratively (Dhunpath, 2000). 

Accordingly, narrative methodology is employed in this study to collect and analyze 

stories captured in narrative interviews (Polkinghome, 1995).

The focus of narrative research is not on the factual accuracy of the story told, but 

on the meaning it has for the person who tells the story (Dhunpath, 2000). Narratives are 

the means by which people organize their experiences and shape the meaning of their 

lives at every stage and crossroad (Oliver, 1998). According to Widdershoven (1993), 

stories are based on life, and life is expressed, articulated, manifested, and modified in 

stories:

Stories make explicit the meaning that is implicit in life as it is lived. In stories we 

aim to make clear and intelligible what life is about. Thus stories are 

interpretations of life in which the meaning of life is spelled out, in very much the 

same way as the meaning of a text is spelled out in a literary interpretation, (p. 9)
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Employing narrative methodology in this study allows the reader to understand 

gossip from the gossipers’ points of view. Gossiping is not a socially desirable activity, 

therefore, people usually try to conceal their gossiping activity from outsiders and engage 

in it only with close friends or people they know very well and trust. Observation of this 

activity helps reveal what is going on at the surface of the interaction, but if one wants to 

understand what goes on beyond the mere fact of getting together and talking about other 

people, it becomes necessary to talk to people about their experiences. Narrative inquiry 

is a means to understanding what people do when they gossip, how they do it, how 

relationships are built, how it is possible that people gossip about other people with 

different people, how trust and closeness is or is not important, what people feel 

emotionally when they gossip and afterwards, why they do not want others to know about 

their experiences: in short how people make sense of their own gossiping experiences.

The conversational, unstructured interview format employed in this study allows 

the researcher to capture “the multitude of subjects’ views of a theme and to picture a 

manifold and controversial world” (Kvale, 1996, p. 7). The purpose is “to obtain 

descriptions of the life world of the interviewee with respect to interpreting the meaning 

of the described phenomena” (pp. 5-6), and the focus is on “nuanced descriptions that 

depict the qualitative diversity, the many differences and varieties of a phenomenon” (p. 

32). During the interviews, co-researchers described specific situations of gossiping 

wherein they participated either actively or passively, and they elaborated in detail on 

gossiping interactions which they had observed.
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According to Kvale (1996), “the research interview is an interpersonal situation, a 

conversation between two partners about a theme of mutual interest. It is a specific form 

of human interaction in which knowledge evolves through a dialogue” (p. 125). The 

interaction between a researcher and a participant is not neutral and impersonal as in 

survey research, and “the conversation in a research interview is not the reciprocal 

interaction of two equal partners” (p. 126). The interviewer is an emphatic listener, and at 

the same time, he or she is an expert, a guide, and an artist leading the interview process 

“in important directions that yield new and worthwhile knowledge” (p. 287).

Interviewing is thus a craft as “it rests on the judgments of a qualified researcher” (p.

105).

From the very first interview I realized that I was not studying people or their 

behaviors. Together we were researching a topic of mutual interest. Together we tried to 

understand what it is like to gossip, why it is so enjoyable from the gossiping individual’s 

perspective, and so shameful from the general public’s view. I invited them to tell me 

their stories, but they invited me into a world of meanings that were new and interesting. 

They opened new perspectives on themes that had seemed familiar and obvious; as 

Fontana & Frey (2001) suggest, interviews are negotiated accomplishments and the 

participants are co-researchers.

Research Tool

Conversational interviewers are not the mythical, neutral tools envisioned by 

survey research, but participants in interactions with respondents (Fontana & Frey, 2001). 

Kvale (1996) argues that the interview process is an interaction between two people

33



wherein the interviewer him- or herself becomes the research instrument. An effective 

interviewer is an expert on the topic of the interview as well as in human interaction, 

having to make ethical choices of how to introduce the topic, how and which 

relationships to establish with participants, what questions to ask, when and how to 

terminate the interview, etc. Moreover, events do not present themselves to people in the 

form of ready-made stories, so that the final product of the research is constructed by the 

researcher, who makes choices in the interpretation of the themes that emerge in the 

interview, the style of the presentation, sequence of events to be presented, etc.

Therefore, “the person of the researcher is critical for the quality of the scientific 

knowledge and for the soundness of ethical decisions in any research project” (Kvale, 

1996, p. 117). Ellis & Bochner (2001) add that “as communicating humans studying 

humans communicating, we are inside what we are studying. The reflexive qualities of 

human communication should not be bracketed ‘in the name of science”’ (p. 743). A 

researcher must be aware of his or her own biases and perspectives, and of one’s multiple 

“I’s”: “the ‘I’ who speaks as a researcher, teacher, man or woman, commentator, 

researcher participant, narrative critic, and theory builder” (Clandinin & Connelly, cited 

in Hones, 1998, p. 227), and must masterfully accommodate and integrate them all into 

the research process and its product.

At the beginning of each interview, my co-researchers seemed a bit concerned 

that I would be judgmental. Ironically, being judgmental is the only perception of 

gossiping I specifically tried to bracket out. I explained that I was interested in any 

activity associated with gossip. The interviews sometimes turned into a mutual sharing of
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our lived experiences and a negotiation of the meaning for the gossiping as we both have 

experienced it. The co-researchers welcomed my stories about what I feel and think about 

gossiping; they asked questions and sought my opinion.

I live among people; thus, gossip is an everyday reality for me as it is for 

everyone else. This reality sometimes brings me the joy and pleasure of talking about 

other people’s lives, although sometimes I have to participate in such conversations 

because there is nothing else to talk about, and sometimes I condemn those who find their 

pleasure in discussing the matters that should be of nobody’s business behind the backs 

of subjects of gossip.

In the past, I enjoyed gossiping with my close friend. I did not use gossiping as a 

tool. I did not try to manipulate information and disclose certain portions of information 

for my benefit, but I enjoyed the atmosphere of closeness, trust, and confidentiality. I 

enjoyed the feeling of security that I could share any information with this person who 

would not reproach or judge me, but accept me as I am, and who would not use this 

information against me, but would keep it a secret. Usually, we met over weekends, so 

we would have plenty of time to talk. Sometimes, we did not answer the phone and the 

door, because we did not want to accept anyone else into the confidentiality and secrecy 

of our conversations. Though there was nothing special in the topics we discussed, I 

enjoyed being a part of a very exclusive circle. Though we had other friends, we both 

preferred to share the most “secretive” knowledge only with each other. We both 

appreciated each other’s opinion and judgment, and therefore welcomed any opinion, 

evaluation, or judgment. Now, 1 acknowledge that I learned a lot from our conversations:
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I learned how to behave in various situations with different people, I learned to be 

confident about myself, and most importantly, I learned to value secrets, confidence, and 

the trust of my best friend. Two summers ago, when she discovered that I was not coming 

home for the summer, she got very upset and said, “I have nobody here to talk with." I 

told her the same thing. Though I gossip occasionally with other people, I do not enjoy 

doing it as I used to with my best friend. Gossiping with others may bring a feeling of 

being in a situation, or being a part of a group for a moment, but does not bring the 

feeling of support, care, and understanding. Gossiping with other people seems to be 

simply doing a part in a conversation and then quitting when the conversation is done.

Another reason I feel restricted about gossiping is my experience of being 

gossiped about. I do not have an explanation for this phenomenon, but the subject of 

gossip always seems to discover that he or she has been talked about, and who does it.

The worst thing about my experience was that a person whom I considered a close friend 

became a gossip producer. Every time I think about this situation, I picture how she 

learned something about me, and then went from one person to another telling the “big 

news.” I still physically feel pain, confusion, disgust, and almost hatred toward this 

person because instead of initiating those conversations and involving other people 

(especially those who disliked me) in “small talk,” she should have protected me from 

being gossiped about and defended me, when such interactions occurred. When my co

researchers talked about backstabbing or backbiting, I understood exactly what they 

meant, because I have experienced it myself.
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However, I also had a fun experience of being a subject of gossip when I 

discovered that men gossiped about me. It was like a game for me: I would tell something 

about myself, and then a friend of mine, who had access to that group of men, would 

inform me what they were talking about, and what “new” was added to the original story. 

It was both humorous and revealing, because before that experience I was sure that men 

did not gossip. As it turns out, they do. Moreover, it can be argued that they enjoy 

gossiping as much as women do. The most entertaining part for me was to confront the 

man who created the weirdest interpretation of my story and say, “I hear people are 

saying that.. or “Do you know who is spreading such information about me?” and then 

watch how he would blush, look away, try to change the topic of the conversation, or 

attempt to leave.

Acknowledging the fact that I also had such experiences and was eager to share 

my stories with the co-researchers helped me establish rapport with them. Having a 

similar experience of gossiping or being gossiped about enhanced my understanding of 

the co-researchers’ gossiping experiences. I understood why they felt confusion in 

defining gossiping: I myself dislike gossiping and gossipers when I am a subject of the 

gossip; I dislike the idea of being talked about in a trivial way; and I dislike the idea that 

someone may use my personal life as an exciting topic to break the silence in a 

conversation, or for his or her benefit. At the same time, I enjoyed talking about other 

people with my close friend. In this situation, I also did not mean any harm to the 

subjects of the gossip. We talked about other people to reflect on our personal
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experiences and learn from theirs. In other situations, I viewed gossiping as a fun game in 

order to see the embarrassment of the gossipers whom I disliked.

Co-researchers

According to Kvale (1996) “in current interview studies, the number of interviews 

tends to be around fifteen plus or minus ten. This number may be due to a combination of 

the time and resources available for the investigation and of the law of diminishing 

returns” (p. 102). Two men and six women participated in this research project, and 

helped me understand their lived experiences of gossiping and being gossiped about. At 

the early stage of this project, I contacted about twenty people; both students from my 

Group Communication class and people whom I had known for several years.

Because gossiping is not a socially desirable activity, I wanted to invite for 

participation those people who felt comfortable about their experiences and would be 

open to sharing their stories with me. Therefore, initially, I did not ask them directly to 

participate in the study, but I gave them general information about the project and 

watched their reaction to the word “gossip.” Later, I invited those who expressed an 

interest in the study and were eager to talk about gossiping. I deliberately chose to contact 

persons with whom I do not gossip frequently, or at least with whom I am not a producer 

of gossip information, out of concern that the interview would turn into an argument or 

justification of our past actions. I preferred to talk to each of them individually, but four 

of them wanted to participate as couples. I kept in mind that their opinion about gossiping 

might be affected by the presence of their significant other. Nevertheless, these two
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interviews were very valuable because they helped me realize one of the themes which 

was present, but not obvious in other interviews.

Procedures

Before each interview I provided information about the purpose of research. 

Initially, I had planned not to mention the word “gossip” itself in the explanation of my 

research but rather to introduce the topic of the interview as “your experiences of talking 

about other people and being talked about by other people.” I did not want to alarm the 

co-researchers and make them feel uncomfortable in talking about gossiping.

Surprisingly, when I told them about my project, they were not concerned by the topic of 

my research. On the contrary, they seemed fascinated, pleased, and amused. Every time I 

introduced the topic of my research, the co-researchers replied in almost the identical 

way, “Oh, I know a lot about gossip!” As a result, I chose not to “conceal” my interest in 

gossip at the beginning of the actual interviews, but state my concern with gossiping 

activities. I explained that though gossip as a social phenomenon is not new to 

researchers, it still remains an enigma because of its elusive and equivocal character. I 

also expressed my gratitude for their helping me understand what it is like to gossip from 

their perspective.

The Informed Consent Form (Appendix) was presented to the participants at the 

beginning of the actual interviews. I emphasized that participation was strictly voluntary 

and that they were free to discontinue their participation at any point. I also mentioned 

that I would audio tape the interviews, however, that I would turn off the recorder on 

demand if the participant did not want particular stories to be recorded. I also emphasized
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that I would maintain the confidentiality of all co-researchers. I conducted the interviews 

at a location which was convenient and comfortable for each co-researcher. We talked at 

their homes, at my home, or at the Speaking Center in the Department of 

Communication.

Narrative Analysis

The research interview is “a conversation about human life, with the oral 

discourse transformed into texts to be interpreted” (Kvale, 1996, p. 46). Narrative 

analysis as described by Polkinghome (1995) “relates events to one another by 

configuring them as contributors to the advancement of a plot” (p. 16). He discusses two 

forms of narrative analysis. The first is paradigmatic analysis of narrative, which moves 

from stories told during the interviews to common elements or themes that can be 

recognized across the stories. The second form is narrative analysis which uses a plot to 

tie together individual experiences in order to create a context for understanding 

meaning. The outcome is “a narrative or set of narratives configured from interpretation 

of the stories, through the use of a plot in order to give meaning to experience”

(McCance, McKenna, & Boore, 2001, p. 355). Kvale (1996) states similarly that:

A narrative analysis of what was said leads to a new story to be told, a story 

developing the themes of the original interview. The analysis may also be a 

condensation or reconstruction of the many tales told by the different subjects into 

a richer, more condensed and coherent story than the scattered stories of the 

separate interviewees, (p. 199)
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The purpose of the interviews in this research was to gain insider insight into the 

process of gossiping. The focus of the analysis was to describe and interpret “the themes 

in the subjects’ lived world” (Kvale, p. 187) which emerged during the interviews. The 

transcripts of the audio taped interviews, and the notes I took during and after the 

interviews, provided the data for narrative analysis and interpretation. I was looking for 

themes that would represent the meanings of the gossiping activities which the co

researchers shared with me and which were consistent across the interviews.

The analysis began not after I completed the transcriptions of the interviews, but 

during the interviews themselves. During the interviews, spontaneous stories appeared 

which at the first sight seemed to be off the topic, but in the long run provided insights on 

gossiping experiences. I encouraged the co-researchers to let their stories unfold because 

I did not want to interpret their experiences in the way I  understood them, but to 

understand how they made meaning of their experiences. In fact, I found myself doing 

what Kvale (1996) calls co-creating “with the subjects the meaning he or she reports, and 

through interpretation” (p. 207) constructing elaborate stories.

Kvale also suggests that subjects during the interview may change their 

descriptions of and meanings about a theme. They may discover “new aspects of the 

themes they are describing, and suddenly see relations that they had not been conscious 

of earlier” (p. 34). During the interviews I conducted, the co-researchers seemed at first 

to be sure of what gossip and gossiping meant to them. However, as Polkinghome (1988) 

states “the realm of meaning is an open system in which new forms of organization can 

emerge and new meaning systems can be developed” (p. 16); and towards the end of each
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interview the co-researchers discovered new meanings for the gossiping events and even 

changed their definition of gossip and their interpretation of the gossiping situations in 

which they were involved.

To analyze from Kvale’s (1996) perspective is “to separate something into parts 

or elements” (p. 184). It is then the researcher’s task to bring these elements together, to 

interpret them, and to construct the final story for the audience. However, “analysis is not 

an isolated stage, but permeates an entire interview inquiry” (p. 205). Consequently,

Kvale suggests employing a hermeneutical approach to the interview analysis and argues 

that “the understanding of the text takes place through a process in which the meaning of 

the separate parts is determined by the global meaning of the text, as it is anticipated” (p. 

47). Looking at the emerging themes, I constantly returned to the issues discussed by 

other researchers, reflected on my own experiences, and anticipated the final story I was 

going to tell to my audience. The final story is my interpretation of the themes, and 

involves my going beyond what was actually said during the interviews and working out 

“structures and relations of meaning not immediately apparent in a text” (p. 201).
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Chapter 3 

Description of Narrative Interviews 

Stella’s Narrative Interview

Stella is a woman in her fifties, and in the process of earning a Master’s degree 

from the University she attends. When I first approached her and asked if she wanted to 

share her thoughts about gossiping with me, she laughed and exclaimed that she knew a 

lot about this topic and would be glad to talk about it. She was very open during the 

interview and gave detailed descriptions of her observations of other people gossiping 

and her personal experiences as a gossiper. She admits that she gossips a lot and very 

often feels terrible about it, but at the same time states that gossiping is sometimes 

positive, especially when the outcome does not harm anybody.

Stella states that gossip has a strong negative connotation. When she hears the 

word “gossip,” it is automatically negative for her. She defines gossip as talking about 

other persons and their actions without them being there, and for that reason she 

automatically thinks that gossip is bad. Stella recalls her experience of being a subject of 

gossip and states that bad gossip has hurt her many times. When she first left college, she 

lived in a house together with some of her friends. All of them were on good terms with 

each other and always shared things such as jewelry and books. Stella borrowed a pair of 

earrings from a woman named Nola who was not such a good friend, although they 

referred to each other as friends. Stella took the earrings off in the shower and forgot to 

return them to Nola. Then she noticed that people were not talking to her anymore: 

“Nobody, even my best friend, would not talk to me. I would walk into the room, and
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they would be sitting around on the sofa after dinner, or before going to some place and 

look away, would not even look at me, would not talk to me. They ignored me.” 

Moreover, Stella shares that she suspected that they were talking about her behind her 

back. This relational avoidance went on for almost a week before Stella confronted them 

and asked for an explanation: “Apparently Nola told that I had stolen her earrings 

because they were not returned to her. Everybody thought that I had stolen her earrings.

As everything became clear, we continued to live together for another ten months.” She 

reports that after awhile things returned to a semblance of normal, but the atmosphere in 

the house was never the same again.

Stella still remembers how she was upset with her best friend because she did not 

tell her what was going on: “She got caught up in a social thing with the other five people 

in the house, and she did not want to break those relationships by defending me.” Though 

Nola was not really Stella’s friend, after this incident she had a very intense dislike for 

her, intense disappointment in everybody else, and a realization that she did not have real 

friends in the house. These feelings continued, so that she completely lost the 

relationships with her friends. Stella surmises that Nola told the others that Stella had 

stolen her earrings because she wanted Stella’s best friend to be her best friend, and by 

spreading this information she hoped to put a wedge between Stella and her friend.

When Stella gossips, she reports that she usually tries to justify her actions 

because gossip has a negative connotation and she does not like to think negatively 

about herself. When she gossips she feels a connection. She says that she has never 

thought about it before, but it makes her feel more knowledgeable about networks and
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about interactions people have. Referring to my question about whether gossiping 

changes people’s relationships, Stella is positive that it does: gossiping gives her the 

opportunity to learn something that she did not know, it helps her understand people’s 

actions better, either negatively or positively, and sometimes she feels closer to the 

gossipers and to the person who’s being gossiped about. She reports that sometimes she 

feels remorse for participating in a gossip conversation, and the feeling of guilt drives a 

bit of a wedge between her and the subject of the gossip. She draws the conclusion that 

gossiping can interfere in her relationship with both gossip recipient and gossip 

producer, or gossiping may enhance and intensify their relationships. She summarizes 

that gossiping can also help her understand the subject better and that she may look at 

his or her actions differently. In the past, Stella discovered that people were gossiping 

about her in negative, positive, and neutral ways. She says she does not care if people 

are talking about her in positive or neutral terms. However, if they are telling negative 

things about her, Stella recalls that she becomes very sad and angry, and wants to 

confront those people because she trusted them and confided in them. Therefore, in her 

opinion, negative gossip has to be kept secret from the person gossiped about, “because 

you are ashamed of what you are doing even if you feel justified doing that. If they 

walked in the room and caught you gossiping, then you would feel bad.” She notes that 

in the Bible gossip is one of the seven deadly sins, and exclaims it can be harmless or it 

can be harmful. At this point of the interview, Stella changed her definition of gossip 

and stated that it is not gossip if someone tells something that is factual and has no 

negative consequences, even if the people who are talked about are not present at the
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moment of conversation. In this case they are disclosing their understandings about 

something, “but it is not negative, so, it is not bad. And if you can’t talk about people,

... then there is nothing to talk about except... tables.... That’s what people do -  talk 

about other people. Why do we have to think about this as negative? I am confused now

Stella did not speak for awhile, and I had the impression that she was trying to 

resolve this confusion in her definitions of gossiping. I asked if she enjoyed gossiping.

She responded that she cannot definitely state if she enjoys gossiping or not. She likes the 

process of gossiping when nobody gets hurt. She notes, however, that, according to her 

new definition she might never gossip, though, at the same time, she hates herself every 

time she gossips because gossiping means talking badly about other people and she does 

not want to hurt anyone. She argues that gossip is supposed to be negative, based on both 

Christian and Jewish religions. At this point Stella states that she has to totally rethink 

what gossip means. She refers to her earlier definition of gossiping as talking about other 

people when they are not there, and concludes that in this case gossiping may not be bad: 

it “is a natural part of any kind of conversation about someone else when that person is 

not there.” She says that for her, to talk about a friend, to share how hard this person 

works, to talk about this person’s family, and what is happening with this person is just 

sharing information about someone who is close to her and sharing her concerns about a 

friend. On the other hand, she knows that other people can use this information for their 

own benefit and hurt the subject of the gossip. In this case, Stella argues that people 

should never talk about other people. At the same time, she notes that it is important to
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know about other people because it is important to understand what’s going on in 

people’s lives in order to establish those connections:

People want to find out what’s going on and they want to let other people know 

that they belong to this organization and it is proved: I know this stuff.... So, I am 

a part of this organization you can include me as a member, and I do not have to 

be on the off side.

To my question regarding why she would gossip, Stella says that sometimes she 

talks about other people and about interactions with them in self-defense. She is sure 

that the other persons who participated in this interaction would talk about the situation 

and about her, and she wants to make sure that her voice is also heard. Stella shares that 

she feels highly defensive in her attitude and at this point may come across highly 

offensive “because sometimes the best defense is an offense,” and she does not want 

people to think badly about her and disrespect her. It is very important for Stella that 

people have a good opinion of her. She says she wants to be respected and remembered 

as a good person. She reports that she has traveled a lot, and the memory of places is all 

she has left regarding relationships created. This seems an important theme for Stella: 

her voice trembles, her eyes fill with tears, she talks slower, pronouncing every word 

very distinctly, saying the word “memories” louder than others: “if my memories of 

those relationships include them thinking negatively about me, what do I have?”

Mary’s Narrative Interview

Mary is a woman in her fifties. She has been living in Alaska for more than 20 

years, and now is in the process of earning a baccalaureate at the local university. We met
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at my house over coffee and talked about gossiping. She works on campus and provided 

some insights on office gossip. She seemed somewhat concerned about the topic at the 

beginning of the interview; however, toward the end she became very open and did not 

need encouragement on my part to discuss her experiences.

Mary states that gossip is a form of communication and describes how gossiping 

happens in the office where she works:

Everybody in the office might be working. Usually it involves women only. I 

have not been in the situation where men and women were gossiping. So, 

everybody in the office will be working, busy, doing their jobs, and then 

somebody will say, ‘Did you hear?’ or ‘Did you know?’ All the work stops, and 

suddenly all these women come together like jackals and start talking about this 

person usually in a negative fashion. Then, it is like ... I might say something that 

is wrong, but you are going to say something that it is even worse, and she is 

going to say something that is even worse than you said. So, it seems to pile on, 

and then it becomes outrageous, outlandish, and extremely unreasonable. It is like 

everybody is trying to outdo everybody else in telling. I do not know why they 

would want to do that.

In response to my question about why people gossip, Mary explains that there are 

times when “people want their moment in the sun, their one moment to shine and be 

recognized, whether it is something good they have done or for the gossip they are 

spreading.” She argues that everybody can tell when gossip is negative because people’s 

voices lower. She speculates that when people lower their voices they evaluate and judge
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other people, and therefore there is nothing positive about the act of gossiping. One may 

argue that gossip brings people together, but she wonders if anyone really desires friends 

who are gossipers. Mary says that she dislikes gossiping because what is classified as 

gossip is meant to be hurtful to others: “it means speaking poorly of someone else. It is 

mean, belittling them, deriving them, making them seem like they are less of a person to 

the rest of the group.”

When Mary hears gossip, she says she tells her husband what she has heard, and 

they discuss the merits of the disclosure. Mary tries to avoid gossiping with people whom 

she does not consider close friends because she does not believe that their conversation 

will serve any useful purpose:

What would it matter for you if someone had a teenager on drugs? There is no 

value.... For me that’s a wrong thing to do. I do not know why people do that. I 

hear some people say terrible things about other people on purpose. They 

deliberately go out of their way to say bad things about other people. I think they 

tell such things to appear better.... I do not know why people go out of their way 

to put down other people. It does not make me a better person. It does not give me 

a better job. It does not make other people like me. It does not do anything 

positive, but it may take away from somebody else, from what they think of 

themselves, if they hear it may make them feel bad about themselves. What do I 

accomplish then? I cannot think that gossip is positive at all. Maybe if it had 

another word.... But the word “gossip” to me is very negative.
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Mary admits that sometimes she thinks negatively of others. When she shares her 

negative thoughts and feeling about other people, she becomes very restricted in 

expressing her opinion because on one hand, she does not want to hurt subjects of gossip, 

and on the other hand, she does not want to be considered as a gossiper. Therefore, Mary 

prefers to share her opinion about something only with her husband or with a very good 

friend. She argues that if she tells a friend, she can still convey her meaning even if the 

information she is sharing about somebody is not nice. However, she says she is sure that 

if she tells a good friend, this gossip will not go any further and will not hurt anyone. 

Moreover, conversation with her husband or with a close friend helps Mary reflect on the 

situation and get a new perspective on the people’s actions.

Mary recalls the time when she used to gossip with her sister-in-law about family, 

but this type of gossip did not go outside that relationship:

She and I often gossip, gossip, gossip.... Now, when I think about it, it was not 

always gossiping but it was also getting the stories out: she said this, why she did

that We did not talk nicely about other family members, but it was not too evil

because we were not telling anything that we did not already know, we were not 

telling others, it was only between us.

At this point of the interview, Mary takes a long pause. I did not interrupt, so that 

she would have time to think about what she wanted to say. Finally, she noted that she 

was not sure when a conversation becomes gossip and wonders when it is degrading to 

others: “People take an innocent gossip, then twist it and put a shock value on it to 

impress somebody, so, it starts to deteriorate.” She wonders aloud if people classify
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something as gossip according to how they perceive themselves. She remarks that the 

men she knows never see themselves as being gossipers. She herself would never admit 

being a gossiper, because the label has a negative connotation. Mary takes another long 

pause, and again, I do not interrupt the silence, do not ask a question or introduce a new 

idea. At this moment, she does not look at me, and I cannot tell where she is looking at 

all. It seems as if she is trying to solve the dilemma for herself and explain to me how it is 

possible that people do not see themselves as gossipers, but gossip anyway. Finally, she 

decides that it is not gossiping when “you are really concerned about somebody,” and 

argues that “we need a clear definition of gossip.”

Sylvia’s Narrative Interview

Sylvia is earning her Master’s degree at the local university. When I first 

approached her to ask if she wanted to tell me about her gossiping experiences, she 

laughed and exclaimed, “What a fun topic!” We met at the Speaking Center in the 

Department of Communication. The first thing she told me was that she had dealt “with 

so much gossip, just so much gossip!” Sylvia grew up in the town she still lives in, which 

she considers “such a small town.” She grew up on a military base, and described it as a 

“subcommunity” of the local community. She recalls school time as “horrible, horrible 

years,” when she had to deal with “so much gossip.” People would start a rumor for fun 

to see how far it would get, and they also played a gossip game which was “kind of fun, 

because it can be controlled, and you know what is going to happen.” However, when 

people started gossip about someone, it was “really mean.”
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Sylvia knew that people talked about her when she was not present because she 

found out about such an incident in an indirect way, and this was a hurtful experience for 

her because she recalled they were talking badly about her. Therefore, she states that she 

thinks about gossip in a negative way, meaning “people are talking badly about other 

people.” She compares gossiping to a game: “how you can get the most dirt on everybody 

else,” and argues that people gossip negatively because they want to know that others’ 

lives are worse than theirs, or other people have bigger problems than they do. Such 

knowledge makes them feel better about themselves: “So and so are having really a hard 

time right now, this is why, and this is what they told me, and this is their big problem, 

and this makes my life really good.” Sylvia also states that sometimes people gossip in 

order “to break up people or to mess up their relationships intentionally.” She reports that 

she observed how girls spread gossip on purpose in high school:

If you have several friends but want to be best friends only with one of them, you 

may share some private knowledge about other persons with the one you want to 

be the best friends. Since this knowledge is usually negative, that person will be 

mad at her other friends, and at the same time become closer to you.

Therefore, Sylvia concludes that people benefit from gossiping. Because she experienced 

much gossip in high school, she views high school as a horrible place.

Sylvia says that she might seem hypocritical because she thinks that gossiping 

may be fun, “it is ... human nature to talk about other people,” and she gossips frequently 

with close friends or family members. However, Sylvia says that she regrets when she 

gossips about other people. Nevertheless, she still continues engaging in gossiping. She
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describes gossiping as a cycle: “you do it and then regret it, and then you do it again, and 

them you regret it. It becomes a big repetitive pattern. It is bad, but you still do it... you 

keep doing it whether it is the same person, or different people.” She notes that the closer 

one is with a friend, probably the more they gossip about others. Her explanation is that 

people become closer because they both are involved in the same activity: talking about 

other people.

Sylvia also reports that she is “sure that there are types of gossip that are good, 

positive.” She tells a story about a friend who became pregnant and did not tell her about 

it. One of their mutual friends told Sylvia that the friend did not want to tell anybody. So, 

through gossiping Sylvia knew that her friend was pregnant, and she gossiped about it 

with another friend. About a week later, the girl was in an accident and lost her baby. 

Sylvia went to see her, and at that point her friend was happy to see her, and she was glad 

that Sylvia had known about what happened, though earlier she chose not to tell Sylvia 

about her pregnancy. So, Sylvia argues that by definition the situation she described is an 

example of how people gossip behind other people’s backs, and, therefore gossip is 

supposed to be considered bad. However, Sylvia posits that in this case, gossiping had a 

positive outcome; she was able to comfort her friend.

Sylvia states that she always notices gossip because it is previewed by a 

disclaimer and she acknowledges that she does this herself. She will call her friend and 

say: “He told that to me today, but I am not supposed to tell anybody. But I will tell 

you.... Just do not tell them I told you.” She laughs and says:
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There is something fun about it, because it is a secret and you are not supposed to 

say anything, and you know as soon as you tell another person, it is pretty much 

guaranteed that person would tell someone else. I did it, I expect other people to 

do it too. But it is hurtful when it is about you. Hopefully, people have a good 

enough friend to come back and say: ‘Hey, this person told me something private 

about you!’

Sylvia admits that it is hard to keep a secret, and she can not explain why:

When people tell you something confidential and really outrageous stuff, they do 

not want anyone to know, and you take it upon yourself to tell your closest friend 

because it is such good information! I may sound like a horrible person, but it is 

so hard to keep secret.

Sylvia mentions another side of gossiping: “when people gossip about you, and 

they may not actually know you, but then when they meet you, they have already got 

their expectations about you.” She finds that people also sometimes gossip for something 

to do, or for something to say. She says that she does not believe that they do not have 

anything better to do than talk about other people. It is simply that “when you know 

something, you just need to say it to someone.... And so you do.” When she shares 

gossip with her friends, she trusts them and hopes that they are going “to keep this 

information to themselves.” Sylvia notes that it is peculiar because when people tell her 

something in private, they probably trust her, too, and assume that she will not tell 

anyone. Therefore, she argues that one has to assume that “the person you tell something 

is going to tell it to someone else, and the information is probably going to be horribly
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distorted by the end of the gossip chain.” Each person is going to take it differently, or 

word it differently. The overall information may remain the same, but the details “get 

sketchy, change a lot, and then are repeated over and over again.”

Sylvia reports several times walking in when people were talking about her. She 

still remembers the look of shock on their faces because they never expected her to be 

there. She says the fact that people were talking about her behind her back always hurt 

her feelings, but she always managed to “shake it off.” She always laughed and made a 

joke out of the situation saying, “I know you guys were talking about me.” She did it 

because she wanted to keep peace in the relationships at work. Sylvia says that it hurt 

her especially one time when the people she worked with were saying something that 

was not true. She confronted them and explained that what they were talking about had 

never happened. She surmises that there are always people who do not particularly want 

to gossip, but they do not speak up about it and do not tell everyone to stop gossiping, 

because they still want to be included in a conversation: “if you are at a table with four 

people and they are gossiping, but you say that you do not want to gossip, you are left 

out of a group, excluded.” Finally, she declares that she is “so confused,” but is “going 

to be so aware of gossip” in the future.

Molly’s Narrative Interview

Molly is an undergraduate student at the local university. She approached me and 

said that she would like to participate in the study on gossiping. We spoke at the 

Speaking Center in the Department of Communication. She had a specific definition of 

gossip and classified her experiences using this definition. She was open when telling
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stories about her own gossiping experience, as well as her observations. Very often, she 

imitated intonations of those who told her gossip.

Molly says she and her friends like to talk about other people. However, there are 

instances when they do not like gossiping. They consider gossiping a bad activity, 

because they know that “rumors and gossip can be extremely damaging to people and 

[they] should not do it.” Molly defines gossiping as a dilemma for the participants: “If the 

person you are telling a story about were right beside you, would you be telling the same 

things? That is bad if you would not.” She mentions that gossiping can be entertainment 

for people as long as there are no negative consequences.

Molly argues that people gossip because “everybody wants attention.” Telling a 

story is a way to get other people’s attention; someone mentions a person’s name, and 

another person responds by saying “Oh! I know this person! I have a story to tell about 

this person. I can get in the conversation now!” Such attention seekers want to feel 

important. Molly says that she observed situations when a new person in school started 

gossiping with other people and was “immediately included in the conversation and in a 

group.” Molly reports that “people do it all the time,” and she does not know many 

people who do not gossip. However, she argues that gossiping people may create “a big 

problem” for subjects of gossip, and explains by noting that gossipers are not usually 

careful about the accuracy of their descriptions of other people’s actions. They observe or 

hear what happens to other people and report their observations to friends. However, the 

gossipers’ interpretation of the situation may be completely different from what actually 

happened, because, she says, gossipers tend to add their evaluation and judgment of the
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situation, but gossip recipients build their judgments of subjects of gossip based on the 

gossip producers’ story.

For Molly, another negative aspect of gossiping is that people who are talked 

about do not have an opportunity to confront gossipers and defend themselves. In her 

experiences she says she never means harm to anybody, but she believes people tend to 

judge the subject of the gossip because gossipers do not understand why this person 

behaves the way he or she behaves. In this situation Molly is tempted to explain the 

behavior of the subject of gossip to the best of her knowledge. But she admits that “even 

when you sometimes try to defend this person you still gossip” because “you will have to 

reveal personal information. Even if you do not mean any harm, they probably would 

prefer that you would not tell this and keep your mouth shut.”

Because they recognize the negative aspects of gossiping, Molly and the friends 

with whom she frequently gossips agree among themselves not to gossip anymore. They 

also try to justify that their conversation about other people is “not really gossip” because 

they “are not going to say anything bad about other people.” Then, Molly says, they do 

not feel guilty for sharing negative opinions about others. At the same time, Molly 

acknowledges that at the moment of conversation, gossiping can be “extremely 

enjoyable.” The participants find something that they are both interested in, especially if 

one of them does not know the subject of gossip very well. Molly reports that she had a 

friend in school with whom she used to talk about students in their class. She enjoyed 

their conversations, and notes that she does not think they were really gossiping, though 

they exchanged both positive and negative evaluations of the people they both knew and
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who were not present at the moment of the conversation. Molly argues that “we did not 

sit around jabbing remorsefully about a person.... We were just talking.... It was small 

talk.” However, Molly cannot explain the difference between small talk and gossip.

Molly argues that friends tend to gossip more than people who meet for the first 

time, because “friends know who you are; they know your positive and negative traits. 

They won’t be shocked if they know that you are talking this way about people when you 

want to make a good impression.” Another reason that she does not gossip with people 

whom she does not know very well is that she cannot think of “anything interesting that 

they care of.” She notes that sometimes she and her friends gossip about their other 

friends out of concern: “Once we heard that one of our friends got drunk and we talked 

because we cared about this person.” She admits, however, that there are situations when 

she needs merely to vent what is bothering her at the moment. For example, Molly tells a 

story about the relationships with her two girlfriends. Her best friend was in England last 

year and another friend got married very young. That girl was upset about her marriage 

and “sometimes went off the wall.” So, every time after Molly had a conversation with 

her, she would call and tell everything to her best friend in England. Molly argues that 

they “did not do anything bad;” they were talking about a person they both were 

concerned about. Moreover, she states that “people need to be informed not to make 

blunders and avoid embarrassing situations.” She gives the following example: if one 

hears that a couple has just had a fight, it is good to know about their fight because “you 

would not want to talk with a wife about her husband at this moment.” Moreover, she
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states that “sometimes when people have information, they can prevent worse things 

from happening.”

In response to my question regarding whether she is concerned whether other 

people talk about her, Molly shares that she was concerned if people talked about her in 

high school. She went to a private high school, and was “always concerned about coming 

off too smart.” Therefore, frequently she made up complete lies about her grades. Molly 

told her peers that she got lower grades because she did not want them to talk about her 

and she did not want to get a reputation for being smarter than other students in the 

school. She explains that while talking, “people are quick to put labels on other people” 

before they get to know them, which influences their attitude toward a person. Therefore, 

she was concerned that if she got a label she would not be accepted by other students and 

would not have friends in school. Molly also posits that another “big deal” in high school 

is being the first to know information. She argues that “it is such a cool image about the 

person who knows everything about everybody, and everybody tries to be that kind.... 

Therefore, information is spread so quickly through gossiping in high school.” Moreover, 

as this co-researcher notes, it is important to know information in high school because “it 

deals with having little places in a social circle.” Molly continues, “You do not want to be 

in the situation when you are not aware about something that is going on, otherwise you 

may feel inferior.”

Molly argues that very often people may use the information which they gain 

through gossiping for their own benefit. For example, when she was in the third grade, 

she wanted to be friends with two girls. However, those two were best friends and Molly
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“just could not fit in.” So, when they got mad at each other, each of them separately 

would come to Molly and complain about the other girl, and Molly would comfort each 

of them by saying that she understood how mean and inconsiderate the other girl was. 

Then she would go to the other girl and tell her everything she had heard from the first. 

Now she describes herself and those two girls as a triangle, and this situation “happened 

over and over again.” Sometimes they both got mad at Molly, but whenever they had a 

fight they would come to her for comfort and support again.

Molly notes that even when it seems that people are gossiping without any 

purpose, in fact they gossip to keep conversation going. They do not want to be awkward 

and have to say something like, “Did you know that in order to break the silence.

She reports personally gossiping when a group of friends get together and are bored.

Then somebody says, “Oh, I heard that this is happening... and everybody’s attention is 

at this person because they are fascinated.” At the same time, she acknowledges that 

gossip may be bad when it is harmful to other people; it may hurt them emotionally when 

they discover that their friends are talking about them, and “it can totally destroy 

someone’s reputation.” Molly says that she knows people who had to move away because 

everybody turned against them. She gives another example and tells a story about her 

friend who others have always considered as a person who “never does the right things 

and is always in trouble.” No matter what the girl did, people were always gossiping 

about her negatively, and their attitude toward her never changed. Therefore, she “gave 

up; she does not care about her horrible reputation any more.”
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Finally, Molly argues that the worst thing about gossiping is when the subject of 

the gossip overhears other people talking about him or her. She remembers the girl in 

school who was really chubby. When she opened her lunch box, which was full of 

candies, Molly said something about the candies, but the girl inferred that Molly had said 

she was fat. Later, Molly overheard her telling someone what Molly had said to her. She 

reports that this incident was a horrible experience for her, because she could not correct 

the mis-communication. Another time Molly’s friends told her that they had overheard 

her talking with other people about them. She admits that she felt embarrassed because 

they caught her in the act: “it is so shameful to tell bad things about people,” and she 

hoped that they had heard only certain parts of the conversation. She was concerned 

because she did not want to get a reputation as a person that “gossips around.” In this 

case, other people would not tell her anything.

Mark and Angela’s Narrative Interview

Mark and Angela are long-term friends of mine. I contacted them and asked if 

they wanted to share their understanding and experiences of gossiping. The interview 

took place over dinner at their house. Both of them were very open about discussing the 

topic of gossiping.

Angela states that she wants to understand what gossip means and how it is 

different from other forms of conversations. She gives the following example:

I find out that I have cancer, and do not want him to know but I tell you. You out 

of concern tell someone else. Is that bad gossip? Or is this just a fact that you are 

passing out because you are a friend? Does it make a difference?
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Mark argues that gossip, at its worse, is extremely harmful, because gossipers are 

not accurate and precise when they report information about other people in gossip 

conversations. He uses Angela’s example with cancer and explains:

You share your concern about your health with someone and say that you may 

have cancer. This person tells another person that you do have cancer. So, it went 

from ‘may’ to ‘dod But for you, you heard that she did, though originally she 

said, ‘I may.’ So, then it becomes a negative source ... and will have a negative 

impact.

Mark thus concludes that gossip receivers may understand what was said in a different 

way than the producer of the gossip meant the message, and the producer may not be 

aware of this. He illustrates this statement by another example:

Let’s say that I would share with a friend that when my partner was gone I was 

thinking of having an affair. But he may tell you that I had an affair. When this 

information gets back to my partner, it is not true and becomes a negative thing 

because it jeopardizes my relationship with her.

Angela and Mark call stereotypical gossipers “hands:” “they walk together and 

they always talk.” Every day Angela and Mark used to meet at the cafeteria on campus 

for lunch. While she was waiting for him, the same three people would come in: “They 

are walking together and they are talking. When they speak they would lean just a bit. 

They just look like three little hands, picking.” Mark adds that the posture of people who 

gossip and those who do not is different. In contrast to the “hands,” students usually talk 

very loudly when they discuss their homework, because they are not concerned if
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someone overhears what the assignment was for the following week. When one wants to 

say something that he or she does not want to be overheard, a gossiper will often lean 

forward, and say something like, “Let me tell you about my girlfriend in Florida.” Angela 

notes that “it is like here is a secret.” Mark elaborates, “I do not want anybody to hear, I 

just want you to hear. So I am trying to block out, have an invisible shield to have 

communication just between us.”

Mark and Angela have a neighbor, Jen, whom they consider “the greatest gossip.” 

As soon as they moved to the neighborhood, she tried to tell them everything she knew 

about other people. Mark once asked her the name of their other neighbor who had three 

young girls, because he had forgotten her name, and Jen immediately evaluated the 

woman’s family by saying, “Oh, yah, three girls... three different problems. Boyfriends 

come all the time.” Mark laughed because he wanted to know only the woman’s name, 

but she also gave him “the juicy stuff.”

In response to my question regarding why people want to gossip, Angela recalls 

the instance when people tell her gossip in order to enhance their relationship with her. 

She has also observed how gossiping brought people together and made them closer to 

each other: “if you are saying things that are not repeated to someone else and bring only 

you to that picture. It makes a very selective type of friendship that only two of you 

share.” Angela says that another reason why people are interested in other people’s 

affairs is that through gossiping gossipers compare themselves with subjects of gossip, 

evaluate them, and pass the judgments:

63



I do not do that... Do you know that this person does drugs? That is an awful 

person! You are instantly better than.... Someone says that someone’s teen 

daughter is pregnant, and the immediate response is, ‘Oh, how stupid!’

Mark argues that people gossip because they feel power. He explains that the 

perceived power comes from having information that other people do not have, and 

people have even more power when they spread this information throughout the 

neighborhood or the network for their benefit: “I could use it for my benefit to let other 

people know how good I am by showing how bad they are.” He suggests that gossip can 

take away power as well:

Everybody has been talking about me for some time, and I have just found out 

about it. I realize that everybody knows.... Why did not I know about this earlier? 

Was I not important enough for those people to tell me first?

Angela mentions a professional context for gossip. She recalls a situation when 

she was responsible for hiring in the office in which she worked. Two people came to her 

independently, reporting that a person who had applied for a job had stolen from purses 

before while in the building. Angela says she cannot refuse to hire that person based on 

rumor, but she acknowledges this knowledge about the prospective employee may affect 

her hiring decision. She does not want to set her colleagues as targets of theft, and she 

can’t go to her colleagues and tell them to put purses in the desks and lock them when 

they go out of the room. Angela talked to her boss about this situation, and he requested 

the names of the people who had informed Angela about the prospective hire. However, 

Angela refused to reveal the names because the information was told to her in
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confidence. I asked Angela why she did not want to reveal those employees’ names to her 

boss. She responded that if  she did so, nobody in the office would tell her anything again. 

She stated that she would reveal the names “only if the situation [warrants].” Unless 

necessary, she does not want to betray the confidence of the employees who shared this 

information with her.

In response to my question about what kind of information can become gossip, 

Angela returns to the example she gave earlier and says,

One person may form an evaluative judgment about someone’s fourteen-year-old 

daughter who was pregnant and say, ‘How stupid!’ whereas another person could 

reply, ‘Oh, wonderful! Congratulations!’ So, for one person it is a gossip, and for 

another it is just information.

She concludes that gossip is always judgmental. Mark agrees and states that information 

may or may not become gossip. If a person does something, and others view his or her 

actions as an achievement and wish to follow the example, then this information is not 

gossip. However, if  others learn about a situation and form a negative judgment about 

people’s actions, thinking that something is disgusting and they themselves would have 

never done that; or if people form a judgment based on the fact that somebody or 

something does not correspond with their life styles, then it becomes negative, and “the 

moment it turns negative it can become gossip.” At the same time, Mark and Angela 

argue that though gossiping can be extremely harmful to people, sometimes information 

acquired through gossiping can be used in a positive way. They learned about the 

difficult financial situation of one of their friends when somebody else was talking about

65



this fact. Knowing about this fact made everybody realize that the family needed support 

and they then raised money to help this family. Mark and Angela believe the “problem” 

is how people use the information they learn through gossiping. Mark says that if 

someone uses the information negatively then it becomes gossip. However, if the 

information was used in a positive way, he argues that it is not gossip. Thus, he concludes 

gossip always has a negative connotation.

Mike and Irene’s Narrative Interview

I conducted this interview visiting my family in Russia. Irene is my long term 

friend (more than 20 years) whom I have known since childhood. Mike is her fiance. 

When I first mentioned that I was doing research on gossiping experiences, they laughed 

and exclaimed that it was an unusual and fascinating topic to study, and agreed to share 

their experiences. Mike did most of the talking, though Irene supported some of his 

thoughts with examples from her experience.

Mike states that gossip does not become gossip initially. First, people exchange 

the facts they know about someone. Usually, the participants of the conversation are 

interested in someone they know; when they meet, they start asking questions about this 

person: how he lives, with whom he lives, what children he has, where he works, etc. The 

conversations start either “Have you heard?” “Do you know?” or “I have heard, and this 

is what happened.” One participant of the conversation wants to appear knowledgeable 

and to show the other participant of the conversation that he or she has such knowledge 

about the subject of gossip. Very often the producer of gossip is telling what one has 

heard but not witnessed her- or himself. On one hand, one is already telling someone’s
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interpretation of the situation, and this might be far from the truth. On the other hand, one 

is adding one’s own perspective to what has already been said about this person by other 

people. Thus, one spreads gossip.

Mike argues that people may spread false, negative information about other 

persons in order to pursue their own interests. He illustrates this argument by the 

following example. Several years ago, Mike took classes at the Moscow State University. 

He usually spent his vacation with his uncle. Somebody called his uncle, reporting that 

Mike had dated a girl in Moscow, and that she was pregnant, which was not true. Mike 

does not know who did this, but suspects that the informant was a young woman who 

was jealous, and wanted Mike and his girlfriend to break up. Mike does not know exactly 

what his uncle was told, but he was very upset about the situation and was very angry 

with Mike, who depended on his uncle financially. When Mike visited his uncle during 

the summer break, the latter restricted Mike’s communication with his friends in 

Moscow. Mike could not call and visit them as frequently as he wanted to during the 

vacation. When his girlfriend came to see him, the uncle treated her badly. Mike left, and 

he and his uncle did not communicate for almost a year.

In response to my question about how information becomes gossip, Mike argues 

that “it makes a difference when you say something about someone and to whom one 

says such things.” When one shares something he or she heard or saw with a close 

person, a significant other for example, one tries to understand the situation: why that 

person acted the way he or she acted, what the problem was, or how to solve the problem. 

However, Mike reports that he has observed situations when people get together and start
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to “take an absent person apart.” He mentions a figurative expression “to wash someone’s 

bones,” referring to when people purposefully discuss someone’s every deed. He says 

that there is a good rule (which is not always followed) that it is improper to talk about 

people who are absent. Mike suggests several labels to evaluate a situation when people 

talk about other people when the latter are not present: tactlessness, indiscretion, or 

dishonorableness. Another situation arises when a person does not live in the same area 

any more, and somebody arrives from the place he or she now lives. Everybody wants to 

know about what is going on in this person’s life, but the visitor reports only the 

interpretation of events from his or her own perspective. These impressions might differ 

from the impressions of other people who witnessed the same situation. Often, sharing 

information becomes discussing mere opinions and perceptions of the situation, and thus 

the discussion turns into a gossip conversation.

In response to my question if gossiping depends on the level of education of the 

participants, Irene notes that there is no correlation between how educated or intellectual 

people are, saying “anyone can gossip.” She then describes a woman, whom she 

associates with gossip, noting that this woman is a “super smart person.” Irene is amazed 

by the woman’s ability to memorize details of books, movies, events, etc., and by her 

knowledge of several foreign languages. At the same time, she memorizes not only 

“intellectual things,” but also private details of people’s lives. Apparently she enjoys 

gossiping very much. She “collects” the pieces of information for a person’s profile when 

communicating with this person as well as with other people. Irene worked with her for 

two years and admits that it was very hard for her to communicate with this woman
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because she tended to gossip “all the time.” Mike states that when gossipers are telling a 

story, they are at the same time collecting information about the people they are 

gossiping with in order to discuss it later with other people. The gossipers interpret and 

“discover” the meaning not only in the information they hear, but also in posture, 

gestures, whispers, and glances. Neither Mike nor Irene likes to communicate with such 

people, they say, because they always feel on alert. They cannot freely and fully express 

themselves, and they worry that every piece of verbal and nonverbal information will be 

interpreted and re-told to other people in a way they did not mean. Mike states that 

people make interpretations of other people’s actions based on their own experiences. He 

says that he has had many experiences when people have interpreted his actions out of 

context, thereby failing to see his perspective. It is hurtful to him because “you never 

know what he [sic] thinks about you right now, and what he fvz'c] will think about you the 

next minute.” It does not matter if “you are sincere with someone or not. Anyways, you 

are suspected of doing something wrong and shameful.”

In response to my question about her gossiping experiences, Irene argues that 

gossip is similar to small talk. She says that it is hard to give a clear definition of what 

gossip means, because “there are so many shades of meaning this word can express.” 

First, when people get together they prefer to talk about topics which are familiar to every 

participant of the conversation. She views this situation as a “normal conversation among 

friends.” People often do not realize that they gossip because “it seems normal when we 

talk about other people.” However, Mike points out that gossip has a strong negative 

connotation, “or maybe it is negative because everybody thinks so.” Therefore, if  “you
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call someone a gossiper, usually it sounds offensive to that person.” Mike says that he 

also associates gossiping with mistreating, belittling, or humiliating the subject of gossip, 

but in his own terms “it is hard or impossible to break gossiping communication into 

pieces and to analyze those pieces separately.” He believes, that in gossiping everything 

is interwoven: impressions, opinions, slander, calumny, etc. Gossiping is simply part of 

life.

Irene shares a story about accidentally becoming a gossip producer. Some years 

ago she worked in a library with several young women. They used to talk about 

boyfriends, husbands, children, lovers, etc. One of Irene’s very good friends was a mutual 

friend with her sister. This woman got married, then got a divorce, and started drinking 

frequently. While talking to her sister, Irene mentioned that the woman was apparently 

ruining herself by drinking and becoming an alcoholic. She shared this perception as a 

mere observation of the woman’s behavior. While talking to her friend, Irene’s sister 

mentioned Irene’s opinion to another friend. Finally, the woman whom they talked about 

called Irene’s friend and accused Irene of spreading gossip. Irene reports that she felt 

terrible, because it was not her intention to blacken that person’s reputation, it was “just 

small talk with [her] sister.” She felt embarrassed because she realized that she was 

gossiping about someone. From her perspective, she was only expressing her opinion 

about the situation the subject of the gossip was facing, but her words were 

misinterpreted by other people, including her sister, who also did not mean to harm either 

Irene or the subject of the gossip. Nevertheless, Irene called the woman and clarified the 

interaction, adding she is glad that she remains on good terms with this person.
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I asked Irene why she shared her opinion in the first place. She says that they 

were talking about this person and she thought it would be appropriate to mention her 

observations. At the same time, she acknowledges that when “you know something, you 

can hardly resist the temptation to reveal it to another person.” Mike adds that this is 

one’s wish to be the most knowledgeable in a group. He says that people wish to tell 

something that nobody knows because they want to attract other people’s attention and be 

the center of attention. Irene supports this argument by saying that “you wish such 

responses like ‘You are kidding! Really?”’ Besides, Mike notes, one can keep people’s 

attention by gossiping. Irene also mentions that she may talk about other people in order 

to understand her relationships with them better. She notes that when she hears something 

or has problems communicating with someone, she tends to tell everything that bothers 

her to Mike, because she needs his opinion of the situation and his support. She shares 

that just prior to the interview she was telling Mike that her company had just hired a 

person who is a friend of theirs. At this point, Irene does not enjoy working with this 

person because he does not realize that she is his supervisor and that their relationship at 

work is different than their personal relationship. The purpose of this conversation for her 

was not to tarnish the man’s reputation, but to define the situation and her attitude 

towards this person by discussing it with someone close.
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Chapter 4 

Analysis

According to Polkinghome (1988), “narrative creates it’s meaning by noting the 

contributions that actions and events make to a particular outcome and then configures 

these parts into a whole episode” (p. 6). The goal of narrative analysis is “to uncover the 

common themes or plots in the data” (p. 177). It begins with the stories told and moves 

toward common themes (Polkinghome, 1995), which according to Owen (1984) should 

meet the criteria of recurrence, repetition, and forcefulness. Recurrence is observed 

“when at least two parts of a report had the same thread of meaning, even though 

different wording indicated such a meaning” (p. 275). The second criterion implies “an 

explicit repeated use of the same wording” (p. 275). Forcefulness refers to “vocal 

inflection, volume, or dramatic pauses which serve to stress and subordinate some 

utterances from other locations in the oral report” (p. 275). Thus, when reading the 

transcripts of the interviews and the descriptions of the narratives, listening to the 

recording of the interviews, and reviewing the notes I took during and after the 

interviews, I looked for underlying patterns consistent across the co-researchers’ stories 

that included the repetition of words, terms and phrases, the recurrence of meanings in 

the co-researchers’ gossiping experiences, and the recurrence of vocal expressive 

reactions to my questions, changes in the course of the story, or their own understandings 

and interpretations of that story.

Four themes emerged from the co-researchers’ stories: secrecy as a gossiping 

experience, gossiping as a negative experience, gossiping as a positive experience, and
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gossiping as being connected. The order in which I discuss each theme is important for 

the construction of a larger story and the final analysis. I begin the analysis with the 

discussion of secrecy in the co-researchers’ experiences of gossiping and being gossiped 

about. Secrecy as the “quality” of information and the technique or mode of 

communicating this information about absent people emerges as one of the aspects that 

produces the confusion which all the co-researchers faced at the end of the interview. 

Secrecy also appears to be central for the co-researchers in evaluation of their positive 

and negative gossiping experiences, and their connection to the people with whom they 

frequently talk about other people. I close the analysis by interpreting the emergent 

themes in terms of my extension of Bergmann’s (1993) approach to gossip as the social 

form of discreet indiscretion.

Secrecy as a gossiping experience

Though the co-researchers did not explicitly define secrecy as a distinguishing 

feature of their gossiping experiences, they described what they do or their observations 

of what other people do while gossiping. First, they pointed out that the subject of 

gossiping is always absent or at least considered to be absent. In this case they feel more 

liberated to talk about what they really think about this person, especially when their 

opinion involves a negative evaluation of the subject and his or her actions. Second, the 

co-researchers indicate that they would prefer to keep the event of gossiping secret, 

because, as Molly says, “it is so shameful to talk badly about other people.” Moreover, 

they do not want to hurt the subject and ruin their relationships with him or her. Finally, 

all co-researchers described how people actually engage in gossiping practices.
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The co-researchers noted the absence of the subject of gossip as the feature 

distinguishing gossiping activity from other human activities. Stella, for example, defines 

gossip as “talking about other persons and their actions without them being there.” Molly 

states the dilemma of gossiping by asking a question: “If the person you are telling a 

story about were right beside you, would you be telling the same things?” The fact that 

the subject of gossiping is absent has an important implication for gossipers. It is “not 

merely a statistical comprehensible behavioral uniformity or a relation imputed by an 

observer but a structural feature of gossip that is used as a norm to guide the actors in the 

gossip” (Bergmann, 1993, p. 50). The absence of the subject of gossip allows gossipers to 

discuss the affairs of other people and generate their often negative judgments and 

evaluations of that person, and his or her actions.

Another important consideration for gossiping is to keep in secret the content of 

the gossip as well as the whole event. Mary prefers to talk about other people only with 

her husband or close friends. Sometimes, if she wants to discuss the subject of gossip, she 

even may say “not really nice” things about that person. When she tells those things to 

the people she trusts, she is confident that this information will not go any further, and 

that she herself will not be judged as a gossiper. Sylvia notes that gossiping is previewed 

by a disclaimer; when a gossip producer initiates the transmission of the restricted 

information to the gossip recipient, he or she indicates that the information he or she is 

going to share is exclusive: “I am not supposed to tell anyone, but I will tell you but this 

is strictly between you and me. Promise, that you will not tell anyone.” They request to 

keep this information in secret because it was told them secret. The co-researchers
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clearly state that they do not want to hurt the subject of gossiping. They know that 

if/when the subjects discovered that they were talked about, they will feel disappointed 

and betrayed. They also know that if someone hears this information and interprets it 

from another standpoint, the consequences for the subject can also be very harmful. 

Gossipers are also aware that they will be negatively judged as gossipers if someone 

learns that they talk about absent people. Therefore, it is important that outsiders are not 

only excluded from the activity itself, but are unaware of this event at all.

All co-researchers similarly describe how they recognize a gossiping situation, 

even if they are not in hearing distance. Angela describes the stereotypical gossipers she 

frequently observed at the cafeteria on campus: “They are walking together and they are 

talking. When they speak, they would lean just a little bit.” Mark adds that gossipers 

usually lower their voices and sometimes whisper in each other’s ears, meaning that “I do 

not want anybody to hear, I just want you to hear. So, I am trying to block out, have an 

invisible shield to have communication just between us.” He does not think that he would 

gossip to a stranger. Molly also tends to gossip with close friends. Mike and Irene 

describe the situations when they talked with close friends about other people who were 

absent. Mary and Angela share that they sometimes gossip with family members about 

other family members; however, whatever they may say will never go outside the family 

circle. Spacks (1985) describes this situation as “mutuality of gossip.” Such mutuality 

“implies confidentiality. Secrets supply its substance, the level of secrecy involved often 

measuring the participants’ intimacy.... The atmosphere of intimacy allows the freedom 

to venture exploratory judgments and to exchange risky information” (Spacks, 1985, p.
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58). Mike notes that gossip does not become gossip until the content of gossip is 

communicated in a specific (negative) way.

Molly points out that “the cost” for participation in gossiping is “not to tell.” 

However, as Bellman (1981) posits “a significant consequence of the secrecy paradox is 

that it is extremely difficult to conceal information” (p. 11). As soon as the gossip 

recipients end a conversation with gossip producers, they feel tempted to reveal this 

information to someone else. They may not want to hurt someone intentionally, but as 

Sylvia says, “this is such good information” that “you take it upon yourself to tell your 

closest friend.... When you know something you just need to say it to someone.... And 

so you do.” Gossiping thus becomes “a big repetitive pattern: you do it, and then regret it, 

and then you do it again, and then you regret it.” She says that this situation is “funny” 

because when people have told her something in secret they probably trusted that she 

would not share it with anyone. At the same time, she, in turn, trusts her gossip recipients 

and “wants to believe” that they will keep the information in secret. However, she 

assumes that she cannot expect secrecy from someone else, because she as a gossip 

recipient betrays the trust of her gossip producers. Clearly the co-researchers experience 

what Simmel (1950) calls a tension between the attraction to secrecy and its opposite, 

betrayal. This tension “is dissolved in the moment of its revelation” (p. 333). So an 

important experience associated with being inculturated into secrecy is not only the 

possession of secret knowledge, but also the pervasive tension of the obligation to keep it 

in secret and the temptation to reveal it to outsiders. Thus, gossiping as a secret event is
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characterized by the way the gossip content is disclosed and by the way the 

communicative act is managed by participants.

Gossiping as a negative experience

My co-researchers view gossip in slightly different ways based on their 

experiences of gossiping and being gossiped about. However, all of them acknowledge 

that the word “gossip” has a strong negative connotation. They view gossiping as a 

negative activity, as something that hurts other people, as “something they should not 

do,” and something they would not want to admit to others. Stella told me a story about 

her experience of being gossiped about by close friends. One of her friends spread the 

information that Stella had stolen her earrings based on the fact that Stella did not return 

them. The friend did not confront Stella and ask about the earrings, but chose to talk 

behind her back. Stella thinks that she might have wanted to be closer to Stella’s best 

friend, and therefore used this information to put a wedge between them. Stella was 

surprised that her friends who had known her for so many years believed that she was a 

thief. She was hurt by the fact that her friends ignored her for over a week, talked behind 

her back, and did not give her a chance to explain what had happened. She felt betrayed 

by her best friend who did not have courage to defend Stella in front of the others, and 

who did not tell her that the rest of their friends were gossiping about her. After the 

situation had been clarified, her friends were ashamed of how poorly they had treated 

Stella, and how they had hurt her. Stella felt hurt and betrayed, her friends felt guilty and 

ashamed, and the atmosphere changed in the house and their “relationships were never 

the same.” Even after many years, Stella is still emotional when describing this incident
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and is adamant that gossiping hurts other people. She believes that through gossiping 

some people promote their own interests, they may break someone’s relationships, or 

“put other people down.” Thus, the subjects of the gossip feel hurt and disappointed in 

the people who gossip about them, and especially in close friends because they might 

have disclosed something to other people that was told them in confidence. They may 

also feel betrayed by their close friends because they did not prevent gossiping by 

stopping the conversation and/or did not tell the subject that gossiping is taking place. 

Therefore, when Stella hears the word “gossip” it “is automatically negative” for her.

Mary has never understood gossip because she knows that “gossip is very evil to 

people” and “it definitely becomes hurtful.” Gossiping means “speaking poorly of 

someone else.” She describes gossiping as mean, backstabbing, backbiting, belittling, 

deriding, and making someone seem like he or she is less of a person to the rest of the 

group. Mary has heard people say terrible things about other people. She does not see the 

value in such actions, and thinks that the gossipers spread negative information in order 

to put down the subjects of gossip and make themselves appear better. She shared her 

experience working with a person whom she called a “real backbiter.” The gossiping 

woman “would swish through the office; she would go to a person’s desk and gossip 

about someone in the office. Then she would go to another’s employee’s desk and gossip 

about the person she had just gossiped to.” Mary does not see anything positive about 

gossiping.

Sylvia also tends to think that gossip means “talking badly about other people.” 

She describes gossiping in negative terms because gossiping people betray other people’s



trust when they disclose information told them in secret and confidence. She dislikes 

gossiping because sometimes one may use the information acquired through gossiping 

purposefully in order to ruin someone’s relationship. Sylvia posits that gossipers create a 

person’s reputation, and then spread this image to other people who will form an opinion 

about this person even before actually meeting him or her. Very often the information is 

far from the truth, not because the gossipers enjoy telling lies, but because the “news” is 

re-interpreted in the gossip chain so many times that the original story is difficult to 

recognize. Mary views this process as “bad gossip piling on worse,” until it becomes 

“outrageous, outlandish, and extremely unreasonable.” Sylvia also thinks about this 

process negatively and compares gossiping to a game: “who can get the most dirt on 

everybody else.” When she heard that people with whom she worked gossiped about her, 

especially when the information they were discussing was not true, she was deeply hurt.

Molly agrees that it hurts emotionally when the subject of gossip discovers that he 

or she has been talked about. She believes that gossiping can be “extremely damaging” 

because people can “totally destroy someone’s reputation.” She knows persons who have 

had to relocate because people were talking about them in such a negative way. In her 

opinion, the problem with reputations created in gossiping is that it is difficult to change 

how people think about subjects of gossip. Molly’s friend does not care about her 

reputation anymore, because everything she attempted failed to change people’s opinions 

and judgments about her.

Mark is emphatic in his statement that gossip “at its worse is extremely harmful.” 

He explains that when people gossip they are often not accurate. In the gossip chain the
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meaning of the original story may be altered dramatically and this will have a negative 

impact on the subject of gossip. Mike also sees the possibility that some people want to 

harm the subject of gossip and thus purposefully disseminate false information telling it 

in a way that the subject of gossip appears as a “bad” person. He argues that it is 

improper to talk about those who are absent, and he views gossiping as tactless, 

indiscrete, and dishonorable.

The co-researchers clearly describe the harmful consequences of gossiping for the 

subject of the gossip. In many situations gossipers do not mean to backstab, slander, or 

ruin somebody. However, as Mark and Mike point out, gossipers are not accurate with 

the information they promulgate. They argue that even one word can change the meaning 

of an entire situation. There is a difference in saying “He is thinking of having an affair 

while his partner is gone” as a playful joke, and stating “He is having an affair while his 

partner is gone” as an actual fact. When the first utterance is taken out of context (joking) 

and told to another person as an affirmative statement, the meaning of the interaction is 

changed. The person is viewed negatively by others because he does not respect his 

partner. Such an event will have a negative impact on the subject of gossip and one’s 

partner, even though the gossipers did not mean to damage the relationship.

Another characteristic feature of gossiping is that “gossipers confide not only 

information but, more importantly, judgments” (Spacks, 1985, p. 86). Angela argues that 

people are interested in other people’s affairs because knowledge of such information 

allows them to pass judgments on those whose lifestyles do not correspond with their 

own. Angela and Mark sate that gossipers usually make the conclusion, that they as
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persons and whatever they do are better than the subjects of gossip. As Angela says, “I do 

not do that. Do you know that this person does drugs? That is an awful person! You are 

instantly better than.... Someone says that someone’s teen daughter is pregnant, and the 

immediate response, ‘Oh, how stupid!’” Sylvia thinks people gossip because they want to 

know that someone else’s life is worse than theirs, or that other people have bigger 

problems. This makes gossipers feel better about themselves. In Mark’s opinion, as soon 

as the information discussed among people is judged, it becomes negative, and “the 

moment it turns negative it can become gossip.” Thus, “the activity of gossiping is not 

restricted to repeating the information about the private life of an absent acquaintance” 

(Bergmann, 1993, p. 98). Such information is not presented by the gossip producers in a 

detached neutral way, but is open to evaluation and judgment.

Gossiping also has negative consequences for the gossipers themselves for two 

reasons. First, gossiping is condemned as an immoral occupation (Schein, 1994) for its 

circulation of slander, betrayal of secrets, and penetration of privacy. Gossipers are not 

welcome in any group. For instance, Irene does not like to communicate with a gossiper 

because she gets tired of being constantly involved in a conversation about something 

and somebody in which she has no interest at all. Mike feels on alert when he has to 

communicate to a person who is known as a gossiper. He suspects that his every word 

and movement might be taken into account and later be interpreted in a way he may not 

even guess. Sylvia gets tired when she hears “the same old gossip over and over again.” 

Mark does not admire his neighbor whom he considers a gossiper and felt uncomfortable 

when she told him her concerns about their other neighbor’s daughters when he requested
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only the woman’s name. Angela does not reveal to her boss the names of the employees 

who told her that a person she was planning to hire was stealing from purses. She did not 

want to betray those people’s confidence; otherwise she believes nobody in the office 

will share other information with her. Molly also states that people “will not tell stuff’ to 

someone who is known as a gossiper. Mary would “never admit being a gossiper 

because it has such a negative connotation.”

Second, gossiping has negative consequences in that the co-researchers pointed 

out that they feel remorse and guilt for disclosing “what they should not have.” Irene 

reminisces about the painful experience when she discovered that without realizing it, she 

started gossip about the drinking problems of one of her friends. Her statement was taken 

out of context, and the subject of Irene’s unintentional gossip told their other friends that 

Irene spread false information. Molly also felt embarrassed when she learned that the 

person she gossiped about overheard and she hoped that she heard only a part of the 

conversation because “it is so shameful to say bad things about other people.” Stella feels 

guilty, especially when she gossips about someone with whom she is angry.

Thus, gossiping may be a negative experience for both subjects of gossip and 

gossipers themselves. It is negative for subjects of gossip not only because they feel 

betrayed by the people they trusted, but because mere “talking” about them may result in 

“tacit” consequences. Some are excluded from the community merely because the 

members of this community co-constituted a negative reputation for the subjects. In the 

extreme situation, the subjects are even forced to relocate in order to avoid people talking 

about them in a negative way, or relationships are broken. The co-researchers point out
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that the worst thing about gossiping for the subjects is that they do not have control over 

the information flow, and cannot confront the gossipers to clarify the situation.

Gossiping as a positive experience

All co-researchers mentioned negative aspects of gossiping which they had 

experienced in being subjects of gossiping or in observing others gossiping about absent 

people. At the same time, they pointed out positive aspects of gossiping. First, gossiping, 

from their standpoint, does not always involve malicious intent. On the contrary, it is “a 

normal everyday conversation,” something that “people do all the time.” Second, very 

often people talk about other people out of concern for them, not because they want to 

ruin them. Keeping in mind that gossiping is not a socially desirable activity, they 

distinguish between gossiping and sharing an opinion about someone. Finally, when they 

view gossiping as sharing an opinion, they enjoy the process as long as it does not hurt 

anyone.

For Mary, gossiping is a form of communication. Mike and Irene state that it is a 

“normal conversation” in which people are interested in what is going in their friends’ 

lives. They argue that gossiping is a part of human life where everything is interwoven: 

impressions, opinions, interpretations, etc. It is a holistic activity wherein every word and 

every non-verbal expression (glance, sighing, gestures) are taken into account and subject 

to evaluation and judgment. Similarly, Stella notes that “if you can’t talk about people... 

then there is nothing to talk about except... tables.... That is what people do: talk about 

other people.... Gossip is a natural part of any conversation about someone else when 

that person is not present.” Moreover, even judgmental statements about someone are
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normal in Stella’s opinion because people are value laden and prioritize things according 

to their values:

It does not matter whether they have the right to judge other people; it is a natural 

thing.... People automatically make judgments about something whether it is 

right or wrong; conclude whether they have done it a better way; whether or not it 

hurt other people in their own opinion.... It’s just natural.

Molly also states that people start gossiping “whenever they get together.” It is a part of 

their everyday conversation whether they realize it or not; people talk about people. She 

does not know many people who do not gossip at all.

Stella does not think that gossiping is always negative. Sometimes she needs to 

share her observations and experiences about the subject of gossip. She needs to share her 

observations about someone who is close to her because in the process of gossiping she 

shares her concerns about this person. At the same time she realizes that information 

shared out of care may be used by other people in “a bad way” to destroy people’s 

relationships, especially when the statement is taken out of context. Mark and Angela 

share this understanding of gossiping and state that some people may reveal instances of 

the private life of persons out of concern for them, whereas the gossip recipient may use 

this information to hurt the subject. Molly, Sylvia, Mark, and Angela mention that in 

some cases gossiping serves a good purpose; they were able to help the subject of gossip 

because they were aware of the problem which this person faced. Moreover, the subjects 

of gossip themselves were glad that people were talking about them, because this 

information was used in a positive way to care for and to help them.
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Mary recognizes that “gossiping is meant to hurt people,” however, sometimes 

she expresses an opinion about someone. She may say “not very nice things” about the 

subject of gossip to a close friend. Sometimes she needs to “get her negative feelings 

out,” but at the same time she wants to understand why she thinks about someone as she 

does. On one hand, she appreciates that a close person will “just listen” to what she is 

saying, even if she is not talking nicely about the subject of gossip. By telling a story 

about someone she understands this person better. On the other hand, Mary expects 

feedback from the person she is talking to, so she can “make some sense out” of the 

story. When Irene hears something about someone she wants to tell it to her fiance, 

because she wants his perspective on the situation and his advice on how to deal with the 

problem. The purpose of telling a story about someone is to define the situation and her 

attitude towards this person. When Stella is angry and gossips about the person she is 

angry with, gossiping also helps her understand what she is angry with, why she reacted 

to the situation in the way she did, and to resolve a communication problem with the 

subject of gossip. When Molly hears that somebody does not understand why a person 

acted the way he or she did, she is tempted to explain to the best of her knowledge in 

order that other people will understand that person and will not judge him or her. Though 

she may do it out of concern for the subject of gossip, she still thinks that “even when 

you sometimes try to defend a person, you still gossip” because “you will have to reveal 

personal information, and even if you do not mean any harm they would probably prefer 

that you would not tell this and keep your mouth shut.”
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Thus, gossiping is not always about calumny, betrayal, and distortions, but as 

Mary says, gossiping is about “getting stories out.” Stories “are based on life, and life is 

expressed, articulated, manifested and modified in stories. Stories make explicit the 

meaning that is implicit in life as it is lived. In stories we aim to make clear and 

intelligible what life is about” (Widdershoven, 1993, p. 9). The very act of narrating 

allows co-researchers to reflect and talk about their actions in the past, and to edit, correct 

and interpret them in the telling (Dyer & Keller-Cohen, 2000). A gossip story does not 

appear as an exact replica of a person or an event being described. As such, gossip 

stories are always “representations of lived experience and are subject to change and 

reinterpretation.... They are... a continually evolving sketch book of memories and life 

experience... [and] are colored by experience and part of that experience is the ongoing 

retelling and re-experiencing of that story” (Gilbert, 2002, p. 225).

Outside observers may view the gossiping process as an activity in which people 

engage when they have nothing else to do, or as an activity with a malicious purpose and 

harmful consequences for the subject of gossip. However, very often my co-researchers 

need either to “vent” their perspectives on the situation and its participants, or “to share” 

or “express an opinion” about what has happened to other people, but without blackening 

one’s reputation or destroying someone’s life. Through gossiping they reflect on 

situations, give meaning to other people’s actions, and finally, understand themselves in 

connection with other human beings. They use gossip to give order to other people’s 

experiences and to their own.
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Gossiping as being connected

All co-researchers described the gossiping situation as people getting together to 

talk on a topic which is of interest to the participants. First, people may start gossip in 

order to get other people’s attention, and thus be included in their group. Second, people 

gossip with their close friends because they feel obligated by their friendship to share 

information with them. Finally, participants of gossip interaction are engaged in practices 

which are aimed to conceal both the content of the gossip and the gossiping event itself 

from observers. Gossiping makes them closer to each other, and the membership to their 

group becomes restricted only to a small circle of gossipers.

When my co-researchers need somebody to hear them out, if something is 

bothering them, they are looking for understanding about the details of other people’s 

lives and for partnership in conversation. Stella clearly indicates that people gossip in 

order to make a connection with another person or a group of people. Often people do not 

know what to talk about with another person because they do not know what he or she 

might be interested in. They may find common ground in telling stories about other 

people. Mike also says that when he gets together with his friends they talk about their 

other friends who are not present at the time of conversation. Every participant shares his 

or her story of someone, and they may talk for awhile about this individual. Molly 

indicates that gossip is an excellent way to start or to break an awkward pause in a 

conversation. Molly gossips with her friends when they are bored and do not know how 

to entertain themselves. Then someone may say, “Oh, I heard that this is happening...
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and everybody’s attention is on this person because they are fascinated.” In this case, 

people introduce gossip because they seek attention and want to feel more important.

Mary also thinks that people gossip because “they always want their moment to 

shine” and to be recognized by other members of the group. She says that in order to be 

at the center of attention, gossipers twist “an innocent gossip” to add “shock value” in 

order to impress the audience:

I might say something that is wrong, but you are going to say something that it is 

even worse, and she is going to say something that is even worse than you said.

So, it seems to pile on, and then it becomes outrageous, outlandish, and extremely 

unreasonable. It is like everybody is trying to outdo everybody else in telling.

By saying something outrageous or outlandish, a gossiper indicates that his or her 

story or interpretation of a story is worthy of communication. As Bergmann (1993) notes, 

“it heightens the entertainment value of the information” (pp. 98-99). The co-researchers 

reported that gossipers usually enjoy the process of sharing stories, judgments, and 

interpretations with each other. As soon as a person shares a story which proves to be 

“interesting enough” for the rest of the gossipers, this person is immediately included in 

the conversation and in a group; “small talk is crucial to maintain a sense of camaraderie 

when there is nothing special to say” (Tannen, 1990, p. 102). Ben-Ze’ev (1994) similarly 

states that the sharing of intimate and personal information and the intimate manner of 

conveying this information contribute to the formation of a group of gossipers with 

intimate and affectionate ties between its members. Spacks (1985) also notes that the
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tellers surmise, interpret, judge; “they speak of themselves in the guise of reporting what 

has happened to others; they create and affirm the group unity” (Spacks, 1985, p. 237).

Stella says that, while gossiping, people intensify their relationships, especially 

when they feel excluded. They can develop connection with each other and become 

closer friends. Tannen (1990) states similarly that “talking about someone who is not 

there is a way of establishing rapport with someone who is there. By agreeing about their 

evaluation of someone else, people reinforce their shared values and world views” (p. 

107). Stella, Molly, and Sylvia demonstrate this perspective with examples from their 

high school experiences, either as a student or as a parent. Stella argues that marginal 

people in school establish and maintain connection with each other by talking about other 

people, sharing their ideas, evaluations, and judgments about what is going on in other 

people’s lives. In the co-researchers’ experience there are many groups and cliques in 

high school. Each group talks about others, very often evaluates them in negative terms, 

and “diss” them. In high school, Molly was concerned about her reputation, so she 

intentionally either concealed information about herself (especially her grades) or gave 

false information. She realized that “people are so quick at giving labels,” and when a 

student gets labeled, others often think about him or her only in those terms. She heard 

the way “other smart kids” were talked about and wanted to avoid being gossiped about 

and getting a label of being smart. Moreover, as Sylvia notes, when another person in a 

group starts gossiping, one is obliged to participate. Otherwise, “you will feel left out of 

the conversation and the group interaction.”



A related aspect of the co-researchers’ gossiping experiences is that people gossip 

because they are friends. Relationships have already been established, and people feel 

close to each other, trust each other, and need each other’s opinion on the problem they 

may face or need to talk to a close person who will listen to any story without judging 

them as gossipers. Sometimes people gossip not only in order to establish a friendship 

with someone, but because they are friends with someone. Sylvia shares that she and her 

co-workers gossiped because they were “such good friends.” When she overheard her 

peers gossiping about her, she was deeply hurt by the fact that “her friends” were telling 

something that she shared in secret and wanted to keep confidential. She has always been 

amazed “when somebody told [her] something in confidence and asked to keep it that 

way, but then later another person would approach [her] and tell the same story,” and she 

wondered “how secret that information really was.” On one hand, anyone who has 

information about personal matters of a friend is obligated to discretion towards this 

person. On the other hand, as Bergmann (1993) notes, “anyone who possesses this 

indiscreet information is obligated by loyalty to his other friends, which as a rule means 

not to conceal or withhold from them information in which they are interested” (p. 151).

If a gossiper conceals information, he or she honors the obligation to the subject of 

gossip, but may offend his or her other friends for not trusting them with intimate 

knowledge. If a gossiper reveals the information, he or she “commits an act of 

indiscretion” and hurts the first friend (the subject of gossip) by betraying his or her trust 

and confidence, but at the same time reinforces the relationships with the other friends by
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demonstrating “that you all belong to one set which has the duty to be interested in one 

another’s vices as well as virtues” (Gluckman, 1963, p. 313).

Mark and Angela note that the gossipers’ voices go down, they lean forward, they 

almost whisper in each other’s ears, they close doors, and they stop talking as soon as an 

outsider appears in hearing distance. By doing this, they let observers know that they are 

not part of the intimate circle of gossipers, that they are not trusted, and that they do not 

belong to and cannot participate in the conversation. Thus, an important aspect of 

gossipers’ connections to each other in the process of gossiping is the exclusion of 

outsiders. Gossipers prefer to talk in small circles; if they are in public places, they lower 

their voices, they lean towards each other; and as Mark describes, they “create an 

invisible shield” to indicate that outsiders are not welcome in the conversation. In doing 

so, gossipers establish their alliance at the expense of the subject of the gossip (Spacks, 

1985), and they promote intimacy and trust in the process of gossiping.

Secrecy thus becomes not only the necessary condition under which gossiping is 

possible, but also a mode of communication (Bellman, 1981) that satisfies “the peculiar 

attraction of formally secretive behavior irrespective of its momentary content” (Simmel, 

1950, p. 332). For Simmel, “the strongly emphasized exclusion of all outsiders makes for 

a correspondingly strong feeling of possession” (p. 332) of gossip content. For outsiders, 

then, the possession of the gossip information becomes a tacit currency with which they 

can gain access to a group. Stella sees gossip in this sense as proof that one has the right 

to belong and to be accepted. Molly also points out that for students, knowing “stuff’ was 

a “big deal in school.” That is why, in her opinion, information is spread so quickly
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through gossiping; “it is such a cool image about this person who knows everything about 

everybody, and everybody tries to be that kind.” It is important to know information 

because “it deals with having little places in a social circle.” Though Molly has graduated 

from high school, she still feels that she “does not want to be in the situation when [she] 

is not aware about something.” She does not want to feel inferior. Thus, “the secret gives 

one a position of exception; it operates as a purely socially determined attraction. It is 

basically independent of the content it guards but... increasingly effective in the measure 

in which the exclusive possession is vast and significant” (Simmel, 1950, pp. 332-333). 

The Equivocal Nature of Gossiping

At the beginning of the interviews, all co-researchers expressed certainty about 

their definition and understanding of gossiping. All of them had a definition which 

reflected the negative connotation of gossiping: “evil,” “bad,” “negative,” “malicious,” 

“one of the deadly sins,” etc. People should not gossip because “others get hurt.” The co

researchers condemned gossipers and gossiping when they talked about the subjects of 

the gossip and the consequences gossiping had for them. They referred to themselves as 

the “victims of gossip” and described instances when people had to relocate to another 

place because there was so much gossip about them. The co-researchers’ stories of being 

gossiped about indicated that even after time had passed, they still felt very emotional 

about gossip that had been spread about them. They continued to feel that their friends 

betrayed their trust and friendship. They continued to feel the helplessness in being 

unable to confront the group of gossipers and the fear of being left out of the social circle, 

and therefore they chose to ignore the fact that they were gossiped about, or made a joke
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of it in order to maintain their relationships with gossipers. The co-researchers described 

gossipers as tactless and dishonorable people who use personal information about 

someone for their own purposes and benefit. They concluded that people should never 

gossip because the activity is harmful for everybody. As the Babylonian Talmud says, 

“gossip is like a three-pronged tongue because it destroys three people: the person who 

says it, the person who listens to it, and the person about whom it is told” (cited in Jaeger, 

Skelder, & Rosnow, 1998, p. 103).

At the same time, the co-researchers confirmed that when they engage in 

gossiping activity they do not mean to harm the subject. For the most part, the purpose is 

not to betray a friend, get rid of a neighbor, harm someone, or hurt another person’s 

reputation. On the contrary, they speak about their friends out of concern. The subjects of 

the conversations are not their “victims,” but those who need help, care, and support.

They talk about other people in order to solve a problem for themselves, to find a solution 

to a difficult situation, to vent about something that has been bothering them in their 

relationships with the subject of gossip, or to understand the subject of gossip better and 

therefore improve their communication. The co-researchers find gossiping humorous and 

entertaining. They like the feeling that people share the same ideas and values, 

understand, and accept them in their community. They call it “small talk,” “problem 

solving,” “sharing,” “disclosing,” and “innocent gossip.”

At some point in every interview, each co-researcher realized the discrepancy 

between what they know about gossip and what they actually do. On one hand, gossiping 

is associated with maliciousness, indiscretion, guilt, and shame. They do not want to be
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called gossipers. On the other hand, gossiping takes place in a small circle of close 

friends wherein all ideas and judgments are welcome and valued. Moreover, there are 

very few people who do not gossip: “everybody does it,” “that’s what people do: people 

talk about other people,” “if you cannot talk about people... then there is nothing else to 

talk about except... tables.” For the co-researchers, there are two completely opposite 

ways of talking about gossip, but there is only one word to describe these two different 

ways, so they find themselves unclear about what gossip means. The co-researchers note 

that they are confused; they want to know “where the line is between sharing 

information” and gossiping, and how “to separate gossip and opinion.” They state that 

they “need to totally rethink” the whole concept of gossiping. At these points, the 

interviews became a problem solving experience for the co-researchers because they 

needed to understand the activity of gossiping and their place in this activity. Their 

definitions of gossiping thus changed throughout the interview, from “talking badly about 

an absent person,” to “disclosing,” “sharing,” and “understanding.”

The fact that the co-researchers changed their view about gossiping during the 

interview is consistent with Gilbert’s (2002) argument that narrative stories are 

evolutionary. They are “like a continually evolving sketch book of memories and life 

experiences” (p. 225). Atkinson (1998) states that:

In most cases, meaning comes with the telling. The very act of telling one’s story 

is an act of meaning making. The story being told creates new shared meaning 

between those involved, whether it is with one other person or a whole group. 

From the telling emerges new understanding of life or a whole group, (pp. 62-63)
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What the co-researchers appear to be sensing, as their meaning for gossiping 

evolved in their narratives, is what Bergmann (1993) identifies as the equivocal or 

contradictory nature of gossiping. In short, how is it possible that something so negative 

and hurtful for some people may be so much fun and enjoyable for others? When I first 

approached co-researchers and asked if they wanted to talk about their gossiping 

experiences, none of them was puzzled by the topic or needed additional explanations of 

what gossip means. Moreover, almost all of them exclaimed that they knew much about 

gossip. The definitions which they gave at the beginning of the interviews reflected the 

negative characteristics of gossip and gossiping, and fits closely with Lochrie (1999) who 

identifies gossip “with anti-social behavior, excluded groups of people, and a diminished 

form of social expression” (p.62). My co-researchers describe this knowledge of gossip 

as: “it is supposed to be negative,” “when I hear the word gossip, it is automatically 

negative,” “it is associated with something negative,” “what is classified as gossip 

meant to be hurtful,” “it has a negative image,” and “it is assumed that when gossiping, 

people talk negatively about other people.” By referring to gossip as something that is 

already known, the co-researchers indicate that they share this knowledge with other 

people who also consider gossip as something negative which is consistent with 

Bergmann’s (1993) and Pierce’s (1989) distinction between concept (resources) of gossip 

and process (practices) of gossiping. Before people engage in gossiping, they have 

knowledge of what it means and can act accordingly in gossip interactions.

As observers of gossiping, people disdain this activity because they consider it 

evil and hurtful to other people. When Mark and Angela described people whom they
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identified as “stereotypical gossipers,” they did not speak with sympathy, admiration, or 

appreciation of their activity. On the contrary, they disapproved of what gossipers did; 

talking badly about other people. Stella and Mary do not like gossipers for hurting other 

people by indiscrete spreading of information. Mike is always on alert when he has to 

communicate with a gossiper because he fears that everything he does or says can be 

misinterpreted.

However, as participants in gossip interaction, my co-researchers describe their 

experiences as positive and enjoyable. Stella says that she likes the process when nobody 

gets hurt. Sylvia also mentions that “there is fun about gossiping.... It is like a game.” 

Molly views gossiping as entertainment and states that “in a moment it can be extremely 

enjoyable.” She explains that people enjoy gossiping because they have an opportunity to 

get together with other people, be “the center of everybody’s attentions,” and feel being 

the part of the community. At the same time, my co-researchers are aware that having a 

reputation as a gossiper will result in negative consequences; people will not trust them, 

“will not tell anything to them any more,” and they will be excluded from a social circle. 

As Mary says, “Who would want to have gossipers as friends?” Therefore, in order not to 

be judged as gossipers, people choose to gossip to close friends or family members.

Molly explains that they “know you good and bad, and will not label” her as a gossiper, 

but view gossiping as sharing an opinion, asking for advice, or problem solving. Another 

important consideration is that the meaning for gossiping from both the participants’ and 

observers’ perspectives is taken-for-granted, and people can easily switch from the 

practice of enjoying the activity to condemning it without consciously recognizing the
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difference, unless the norms of engaging in either of these practices are violated. The co

researchers did not have difficulties in describing what they do when they gossip or 

observe others gossiping. However, when they tried to build a coherent story of their 

gossiping experiences, they faced the difficulty of describing two different activities in 

the same terms. Sylvia clearly stated that she was confused. Mary wished there were 

different terms to describe gossip in different situations: when it is evil and when it is 

“just sharing an opinion.” Mike and Irene admit that gossip “is a different thing for 

different people.” Mike could not explain how it is possible that gossip is good and bad at 

the same time because “there are so many shades of meanings” of this word.

Bergmann (1993) explains the paradox of gossiping from a sociological point of 

view. First, “tendency to gossip is a structural part of private information” (p. 150). 

Second, gossip is a social form of discreet indiscretion that represents “the 

institutionalized solution to a structural contradiction” (p. 151). From this perspective, 

gossip is represented as a social power or a mechanism of the socialization that in some 

instances forces people to condemn gossiping activity, and in other instances makes 

people enjoy it. However, Bergman’s perspective fails to explain why my co-researchers 

had difficulty in labeling their experiences of being an observer and a participant in one 

story. Pierce’s (1989) view, on the other hand, is more helpful because he does not 

separate people from their activity in his analysis of human interaction. Being an outsider 

to gossiping places one in the position of observing what gossipers do and what the 

consequences are of this activity. Knowledge of the negative meaning for gossip is 

maintained through observers’ practices of condemning it. Being a participant in
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gossiping is a process of revealing information about the subjects of gossiping, and of 

judging, and building the moral characterization of this individual. This practice brings 

joy and pleasure from getting together with other people and being a part of their group. 

Therefore, the equivocal-contradictory nature of gossiping stems not only from 

observers’ “social condemnation” of gossip (Bergmann, p. 153), which is only one aspect 

of this complex human phenomenon, but also from the participants’ engagement in a 

distinct set of practices that produce their enjoyment of the process.

Summary

The purpose of the present research was to study people’s gossiping experiences. 

Gossip is not new to social research and has been studied from various angles and 

perspectives, but never from the participants’ point of view. Narrative methodology 

enables a researcher “to hear” the voices of those who actually engage in gossiping; some 

on a daily basis, some occasionally, some who enjoy this activity and admit it, others who 

consider gossiping a deadly sin and would never submit to being called a gossiper. Eight 

co-researchers shared their stories and experiences of gossiping. Four themes emerged 

from their narratives: secrecy as a gossiping experience, gossiping as a negative 

experience, gossiping as a positive experience, and gossiping as being connected. As 

interviews developed, all co-researchers reported their confusion about the topic and 

tended to change their definitions of gossiping, thus revealing their experiences of the 

contradictions inherent in this phenomenon of human life.

Bergmann (1993) looks at gossip as the social form of discreet indiscretion. 

Though he offers a new perspective to explain its equivocal nature, his approach is
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limited to the structural analysis of the gossip triad. He recognizes the dynamic nature of 

the relationships among the members of the gossip triad, but misses the interactional 

character of gossip, that is, that members of the gossip triad (gossip recipients and gossip 

producers) co-constitute gossip in ways different from observers (the subject of gossip 

and those who are not at the moment granted the privilege of being included in the 

secrecy of gossiping). To address the interactional nature of gossip, I drew on Pearce’s 

(1989) view of resources and practices to answer the question of how it is possible that 

the same activity (gossiping) is evaluated and described by the co-researchers in opposing 

terms: “good” and “bad,” “positive” and “shameful,” “enjoyable” and “disgusting,” etc. 

Specifically, people have a single set of resources or knowledge of what gossiping is: 

talking about other people when they are not present at the moment when a conversation 

takes place. However, observers and participants engage in different practices using this 

knowledge. For participants, gossiping with others is a sign of trust and understanding.

As observers, people condemn this activity as tactless, shameful, and indiscrete. Hence, 

gossiping acquires its dynamics and equivocal nature through people’s ability to engage 

in two distinct sets of practices out of one body of knowledge about gossip and gossiping. 

The co-researchers reveal in their stories that they view gossiping as a positive and 

rewarding experience when they are participants and enjoy the privilege of being a part of 

the community which welcomes not only any new piece of information on the topic of 

their interest, but also the participants’ evaluations and judgments of that information. 

Participants enjoy the feeling of exclusiveness from belonging to an exclusive group. 

Observers view gossiping and build judgments of it, taking into account the usually
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negative consequences of this activity: someone’s tarnished reputation, hurt feelings, 

damaged relationships, etc. In everyday life, the co-researchers indicated that they have 

no difficulties in acting appropriately when being either participants or observer.

However, as the co-researchers talked with me in the conversational interview, they 

faced the challenge of describing two different experiential practices using the same term 

(gossip), and therefore were confused by the fact that they enjoy talking about other 

people and find this experience positive, while at the same time condemning it when they 

observe others doing the same.

Implications for Future Research

Studying gossiping from the perspective of human communication, and using a 

method that accesses people’s lived experience as gossipers enhances our understanding 

of the equivocal nature of this human activity, though does not exhaust the topic. In this 

project, I did not attempt to look at the differences or similarities between men’s and 

women’s experiences of gossiping, though I noted some differences in the way men and 

woman described their experiences. This research was also conducted in the frame of the 

Western world’s perspective on gossiping as a socially undesired activity. However, the 

concept of gossip may be understood in other cultures in different terms. One of the co

researchers reported that in one Native community in Alaska gossiping is “legalized” and 

socially approved on occasions when it is done by a teasing cousin. Though it was not my 

purpose to look at age differences in gossiping experiences, I noticed that people from 

different age groups spoke about their gossiping experiences differently; younger co

researchers tended to say more about how much they might enjoy the process, while
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older co-researchers were cautious about reporting that gossiping activity may have a 

positive aspect. Further studies are needed to address these questions.
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Appendix 

Informed Consent Form

This interview is being conducted in connection with my pursuit of a Master’s of 

Arts in Professional Communication at the University of Alaska Fairbanks.

The purpose of this research project is to explore people’s experiences in talking 

about other people. You will be asked to talk about your experiences of talking about 

other people, or your experiences of being talked about (if you found out about this). The 

interview will last approximately 1-1.5 hours. All information shared during the 

interview process will remain confidential.

Each interview will be audiotaped and transcribed. The audiotapes will be kept 

locked in a file when they are not being used for research purposes, and Dr. Arundale, my 

advisor, and I will be the only people with access to the tapes. The tapes will be 

destroyed after the study is complete.

Your name will not be used in this research. A pseudonym will be used for the 

narrative story of your interview, and other potentially identifying factors will be 

changed. There are no apparent risks involved for either the participant or the researcher 

in this research process. You are not expected to share any information that would make 

you feel uncomfortable.

Signing this form acknowledges that your participation in this research is strictly 

voluntary. If, at any time, you feel the need to withdraw, you may do so without penalty 

simply by informing me.

Co-researcher’s Signature 

Researcher’s Signature__

Date

Date
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Thank you for your interest and participation in this research project. A copy of the 

research results will be available to you at your request. If you have any questions or 

concerns, feel free to contact me at the Department of Communication.

Researcher: Dina V. Nekrassova Advisor: Dr. Robert Arundale

Office location: Gruening 506 Office: Gruening 506 A

Department of Communication, UAF Department of Communication, UAF

Phone: 474-1876 Phone: 474-6799

Email: dinanekrasova@hotmail.com Email: ffrba@uaf.edu
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