
I HEARD IT THROUGH THE GRAPEVINE: 

COMMUNICATION IN THE WORKPLACE 

by Mary J Stanley 

The following article is the last in a series written 
by Mary Stanley. The series, an outcome of her 
recent sabbatical, focuses on HR issues in libraries. 

Editor 

Wh n I have conducted surveys among staff mem-
b rs in our organization (IUPUI niversity Library) 
asking what is the one thing that you would like most 
to se improved, the answer most often received is 
communication. Even though we work continuously 
on impr ving the networks for communication, this 
still eems to be one of the greatest concerns among 
staffers within the organization. We have invited 
consultants who specialize in the communication issues 
to address this in the organization as well has provid
ing numerous workshops centered on the topic of 
communication and yet, this still seems to be an issue 
in th organization. I do not believe that we are alone 
in this among libraries. 

ow often have you heard some of the following 
comm nt from members within your organization? 

• They aren't t lling us everything. I know that they 
ar going to 1 t some of us go. 

• Th y won't listen to me; I am just a peon in the 
organization. 

• I'm th middl man in all of this, and I have no 
auth rity. 

• Why d I hav to t 11 them th y have done a good 
job? I am not complaining am I? 

• h y d n't n d to be burdened with all of the 
d tail . I will just t ll them the bottom line. 

Thi is ju t a ampling of som of the conversations 
that I hav h ard in my many years of working in 
librari . Th y com from all ranks and all types of 
individuals, but th message is the same. Something is 
la kin in th communication among staff members at 
alll v 1 in th organization. 

If you do a lit rature search on communication, 
y u will find th rei a w alth of information out there. 
Th r t i g tting individual to b lieve and use this 

86 

information. Findings from one survey indicat that the 
majority of workplaces have given increased informa
tion to the workforce (Beardwell & Britton 2003). 
While this is good news there is still much to be done 
in the area of communication in the workplac . 

Communication has been called the lifeblood of a 
library' (Manley 1998). What does this mean? In one 
respect, it means that for a library or any organization 
to be successful communication must flow freely 
through the organization, both upward and downward 
allowing all involved to ask and respond to questions 
and information received. This requires a certain level 
of trust within the organization as well. Op n commu
nication also helps in building morale among the staff 
and as a result, good performance is visibl . Research 
indicates that employees who are updated frequently 
feel more motivated to add value (Ingala & Hill 2001). 
Tied into this motivation is the clarity of instruction 
that employees receive. Individuals who receive clear 
instructions are more apt to be motivated to p rform 
well than those who feel confused about hat they are 
supposed to be doing and the value that it brings to 
the organization. In most of the research the commu
nication between the supervisor and employee is key 
to the success of the individual's performance and 
ultimately staying with the organization. This puts a 
great responsibility on the part of the supervisor to 
learn to communicate in the most appropriate manner 
with his or her staff. All of the weight should not be 
placed on the supervisor tl1ough. It is also the respon
sibility of the employee to ask appropriate questions 
and to ask for clarity if confused by the instructions 
received. Communication is a two-way street and is the 
responsibility of all who engage in the proce . 

Non-formal communication networks uch as the 
grapevine exist in nearly every organization. Employees 
in one survey rated the grapevine as the s cond most
often used source for information in their organization 
(Whitworth & Riccomi, 2005). These same employees 
did rate this source with very low marks for preference 
and credibility however. How about the grapevine 
network within your organization? How r liable is tl1e 
information that is received through this m thad of 
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communication? The grapevine isn t merely used to fill 
the gap created by inefficient formal communication in 
an organization. It is often a valuable support ystem 
and can be helpful in facilitating organizational goals. 
De pite the predominately negati e view of the grape
vine often held by management it does play a role in 
socializing employees initiating change and providing 
information. Often the information through the 
grapevine comes via a work colleague or friend and 
this aids in the fulfilling of affiliation needs of an 
employee. Friendship has the t ndency to generate a 
belief in the honesty and integrity of the information 
being received from that source. One researcher feels 
that integrating the grapevine within the communica
tion methodologies is useful if not necessary for 
effective communication within the organization 
(Nicoll 1994) . He cautions too that management 
should not assume that by using this grapevine they do 
not need ro keep employees informed. Official infor
mation or knowledge should be imparted in formal 
communication methods with the grapevine serving as 
a secondary or supportive source. Employees consider 
the inform.al staff grapevine a somewhat or very 
reliable source of information according to a survey 
conducted by Communication Briefings a newsletter 
published in Blackwood N]. ( Executives evaluate," 
1994). Bagin, the newsletters publisher goes on to say 
that if employees think that they are not getting the 
whole story from management they will seek it from 
among the resources that they do trust. 

While word of mouth is undoubtedly a powerful 
tool the grapevine should always remain just one of 
the many sources that employees can turn to for 
information. In a survey conducted by Towers Perrin a 
few years ago when ask how employees preferred to 
receive cr dible information, 86 percent responded 
that they would prefer hearing it from the supervisor 
or manager (Thatcher, 2003). Organizations should 
communicate regularly and honestly with their employ
ees including the bad news with the good. When 
employees receive clear and reliable information about 
concerning issues, they are less likely to be involved in 
the spread of damaging rumors around the organiza
tion. As soon as the formal communication courses 
show distrust, the grapevine tends to bear its sour 
grapes. 

Communication is conducted in several ways. Most 
often when we hear the word ,communication, we 
think of the oral dialogue between at least two indi
viduals. However, communication is also conducted 
through written or electronic means as well as nonver
bal communication. It has been said that 65 percent of 
communication is done through nonverbal communi
cation. One research contends that 93% of what we 
communicate to others is through nonverbal communi
cation (Rosenthal, 2006). There are at least three forms 

India11a I...ibrmie.r Vol. 27, 1 umber 2 

of nonverbal communication: kin i paralan uage 
and proxemic (K llo 200 . 

ered rud 
account 

nication. 

Prox mic 

Nonverbal communicati 
person r aliz it. 

Hav you 
someon misint rpr t d y 
communication? This typ 
common in th workpla 
becom major pr blem ·. 

th t n and lum 
and tying. Think ab ut 

crth 

mmu-

to identify ad no 1 dg and r ol 
you are d aling with a mi cone ption held by your 
supervisor or co-worker it is best to act upon thi 
misconception privat ly. baring your cone rn thi 
way will help prevent the issue from xpanding and 
creating additional challenges. Try to stay calm and 
objective as emotionally charg d reaction will do 
more harm than good. As an example coll agu s may 
mistakenly think that you do not wish to ha contact 
with them becaus you unconsciously igh whenev r 
they interrupt your work. You may be unint ntionally 

87 



de eloping a pattern that is sending the wrong message 
at work. Image problems need to be addressed but be 
cautiou about becoming overly concerned with them, 
especially tho e that ar largely unsubstantiated. 

In today's workplace, one of the most common 
methods of communication that is being used is e-mail. 
Electronic communication has become the main 
avenue for communication that was at one time done 
either face-to-face or over the telephone. While this 
electronic means of communicating has saved an 
enormous amount of time, it also has its drawbacks. 
The main one is the loss of the nonverbal communica
tion cues. This new mode of communication allows for 
instantaneous communication with anyone who is 
online. In 1998, 3.4 trillion e-mail messages were 
exchanged in the United States (Sloboda, 1999). This 
translates into over 12,000 e-mails for every individual. 
That was n arly a decade ago. Can you imagine what 
th figure would r veal today? With this explosion of 
communication, it would be very easy to make mistakes 
or violat th 'netiqu tt ' of th lectronic world. 
Emotion that w conv yin face-to-face conversation 
ar not as easily conveyed in the electronic format. And 
many times what we write and send off immediately 
might be perceived in a totally different tone and 
manner than we intended. One 'emotion" typically 
conveyed in e-mail is use of ' all caps" which in elec
tronic communication sends a very negative message as 
if on wer yelling. Once you have hit that send 
button it is very difficult to retrieve your message 
without th receiver knowing that you sent it. 

An th r typical mistake in electronic communica
tion is th matter of 'jokes' or 'chain mail." It is not 
n c sary to forward ev ry on of these messages that 
your c iv . On that same note pictures sent might fall 
into thi cat gory a well. The e types of messages take 
pac nth comput r n rwork and can often overload 
n 's mailbox. Al o rememb r that when you forward 
r s nd m thing your nam i attached to it forever. 

Y u hav n antral v r who will be the next person 
tor iv it aft r it ha left your computer. You should 
n nd m thing that could bring you regrets 
lat r. 
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express courtesy or respect for the engaged client. 
Clarity is especially important in these types of interac
tions as the library is doing a service that is normal! 
done in a face-to-face situation. It is important to 
understand what the client needs and be able to 
translate the information found in a manner that the 
client will understand as well. 

Listservs are another popular method of communi
cation especially in libraries. A listserv is an automated 
e-mail system that is organized by subject matter. When 
one person sends a message it is routed to the e-mail 
addresses of all the other subscribers to that particular 
listserv. Many of these are moderated to protect people 
from flame wars and messages that are off topic. 
Typicallistservs for libraries include reference instruc
tion, circulation interlibrary loan, and technical 
services types. 

Effective communication also includes active 
listening. Real communication is two-way with informa
tion, reactions and feedback flowing in both direc
tions. Listening is not waiting for your turn to talk. It is 
taking time to really hear what the other individual is 
saying. Ask questions to gain a good understanding of 
what is being said. Make a conscious effort to really 
listen and block out distracting thoughts. Focus your 
total attention on the speaker and pause before re
sponding to carefully consider their comments or 
statements. Paraphrase or restate the main points in 
your own words to demonstrate that you have heard 
what they have said and to ensure that you have 
correctly understood their statements. If you need 
clarification, ask questions in a non-threatening n1anner 
and stay emotionally unattached. Emotions can trigger 
a non-objective viewpoint which you want to avoid. 

Too often when we engaged in conversation, we 
are busily thinking of our response to an individual 
rather than really listening to what they have to say. We 
are so focused on our own answer that we haven't 
heard the message that is being said by the other 
participant. This happens often in reference interviews 
as well. We don't take the time to really listen and hear 
what our clients are asking. Instead, our mind is busily 
thinking of which source, database, etc. might fulfill 
their needs according to what we first heard them say. 
That may account for some of the low ratings librarians 
have received from their clients when asked if the 
library provided what they needed. It is a challenge to 
learn to actively listen, but it is something that we need 
to really attempt to do if want to successfully interact 
with clients. 

Another consideration in communication is the 
culture of the individuals involved. Different cultures 
like to receive information in different ways (Ribbink, 
2002). Unfortunately, most of us judge other cultures 
by our own standards of what is right or wrong, 
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appropriate or inappropriat . The likelihood of 
misunderstanding is much higher in a workforce that is 
multicultural. Just becau e someone can speak English 
doesn t mean that the cultural differences are removed. 
An example would be in today orld much of our 
communication in the workplace is done through e
mail. Cultures like those found in Latin America outh 
Europe and the Middle Ea t ar more likely to r cog
nize the importance of d cisions or urgency of commu
nication when the rec iv it fac -to-face (Tokarek 
2006). As noted earlier in th s ction on nonverbal 
communication gestures e contact and many other 
modes of communication m an different things to 
individual depending on their culture and back
ground. It is easy to misint rpr t or misunderstand th 
meaning of the communication becau e of these 
barriers. It is especiall important to be cognizant of 
these differences in libraries as many of our clients may 
be from a different culture and we would not want to 
offend them by our action or words. 

How do you handle or avoid embarrassing itua
tions? Keep your communication clear and simple and 
avoid using slang or jargons. Ask and encourage 
questions throughout the int raction. se op n-end d 
qu stions and watch for nonv rbal communication 
cues. Respect cross-cultural rules and taboos, such as 
those regarding personal spac . For instance do not 
touch or tap individuals on th shoulder, back arn1s, 
or lap or sit or stand too do to then1. Paraphra e to 
make sure that you have understood. Be open-mind d 
patient and flexible. As you grow more sensitive to the 
varied backgrounds and th communication differ nc s 
that exist you will learn to appr ciate their norms and 
the values of different cultur s. Many of the pitfalls of 
misunderstanding and cultural confusion can be 
prevented with early and ongoing training. 

Another barrier to effective communication that is 
often neglected or misund rstood is the differenc s in 
gender communication. In one study on gender 
communication women expr ssed concerns regarding 
feeling ignored and having a difficult time making their 
opinions heard in the workplace (Hale, 1999). Men 
expressed a lack of trust with women and a sense of 
competitiveness. Women in the study also noted that 
they were more likely to be interrupted during discus
sions than were the men. One great difference that is 
indicated in much of the re earch stems around humor 
in the workplace. The differeiJ.ces in how men and 
women sometimes interpret humor can affect how each 
chooses to exert power at work. Rapport is significantly 
more important to women and helps establish their 
base of power and influence (Weinstein, 2006). For 
men, the sense of hierarchy and status is more impor
tant while women seem more comfortable in flattening 
out th organization. Studies also show that women are 
more likely to change the topic of conversation when a 
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ment. 

Meetings in th workpla 
a powerful communication t 
organization i t find wa t 
productiv and us ful for tho 
Below is ali t of common omplaint a 
zational m ting: 

• 
• 
• 

• 
• 

• 
• 

of them 
othing i 

Peopl ar n t 
speak up 

Doth s 

rganiz d un tru tur d and 

r w d n t ha 

cid d in n1 ting 
k d for input and n 

n . 

Ther are basically two typ 

ings. One typ i h lp do iru rm 
regarding work-r lat d matters. 
announcements, updates, and r p rt . Parti ipant 
expected to list n and und rstand and t asl qu -

f 
for 

tions if they don't. Th c nd typ f m ting i h ld 
to reach a conclu ion on ag nda pi . Th n lu-
sion may be a solution to a problem or th d tail fa 
new activity. Here participants are xpect d to under
stand the issues evaluate the suggestions and then 
participate in the choice of one of th . Oth r terms 
to identify these meetings are an information sharing 
meeting and a decision making meeting. 

One of the most common causes for a meeting to 
fail to produce desired results and wa t participants 
time is the lack of time spent by th con en ron 
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planning. ucce sful meetings are planned in detail 
and in advance. Background materials are provided to 
attendee in advance o that they can be prepared for 
discu sion. A detailed agenda with location and time is 
distributed b for the meeting. All agenda items should 
be gi en asp cified tim for discussion and the 
facilitator hould ensure that these timelines are kept. 
All m eting should begin and end on time. 

The mo t ff, ctive mean to achieve desired 
m eting behavior i accomplished by s tting ground 
rule that govern m eting conduct as well as meeting 
managem nt and should be created and agreed upon 
by the participants. 

The meeting should not end until decisions have 
b en docum nted and individuals identified to be 
re pon iblc for action items. A review of these items 
hould be di cussed befor th meeting ends. This will 

al en ure that under tanding and clarity of the 
d ci i n has been r ached by the participants. If 
minutes are part of an organizations meeting process, 
they sh uld be distributed as soon as possible after the 
me ting nd . om organizations do a plus/delta (a 
impl way t get £ dback by encouraging everyone to 

con id r what w nt well, th plu e and what should 
b improved th delta ) at the end of th ir meeting to 
valuate i ucces . This provid sa means for improve-

m nt for ensuing me ting . 

Summing it up the communications loop consists 
of£ ur parts: end r me sag receiv r and feedback. 
The end r i sues th m ssag in an attempt to pass 
along impart or transmit information. The message 
may consist of words, xpre i ns or gestures or a 
c mbination of h thr . Th receiv r is the audience 
to whom th m s ag is dir ct d. To make the loop 
compl t th r c iv r provid fe dback or 
ackn wleclg mcnt t th s nder. To communicate 

f£·ctivcly the nder's m sag mu t m an the same 
th ing to the r cei r as it do s to th end r. When a 
br akdown o curs communication doesn t work as 
w 11 a anti ipat d. 

D doping eff ctiv communication skills helps an 
or·ganization achiev its goal a all organizations 
cl ·pend on ommunication to urviv . It is wo1·th the 

f£ rt to w rk n e tabli h ing th se kills within the 
workpla . Commu nication build r lations allows co
op ration and g ·nerally fo t r a p l asan t working 
·nvir nm ·nt. The quality of comn1unication in the 

wor-kpla · • onu·ibu te to th 1 vel of mployee com
mitm ·nt. 
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