
Defeating gossip, trouble and
discontent in the organization
This week's Monday Motivation deals with one of the most time-wasting and
hard-to-conquer problems in almost any organization -- office gossip.

I'm not laboring under any illusions that we can stamp out all office gossip, nor
am I sure that we would ever want to. But still, as leaders and would-be leaders
in our organizations, it's time to knock out the more destructive aspects of it!

There will always be the "who is going out with who" gossip. It's inevitable, and
even when you're aware of it as a leader, usually you want to ignore it. The
continuing threat of lawsuits in today's day and age can put a damper on trying to
address in-office romance. Still, the most destructive type of off gossip in any
organization is something you can do quite a bit about, with what I call the
"Three I's."

Most non-romance office gossip is centered around the organization itself.
People are naturally concerned about where an organization is going, what
changes might be in the works, and where they are able to fit in. The three I's
directly address these concerns, right at the source.

Here are the three I's , and how they can help your organization.

1. Information.  For some years, I've been espousing what I call the "Vacuum
Theory of human interaction." Basically, the Vacuum Theory says that if a
vacuum exists in a human environment, something will rush in to fill it up. Usually
for most of our companies and organizations, that something is gossip.

You really can't blame people. Just like a war, the guy on the front lines is usually
the last one to know where the organization is going, and the first one to get
killed by whatever the company encounters. Like it or not, you can't keep
organizations secret -- there are planning meetings galore, and execs in the
know usually walk around as if somebody's died. Secretaries and office
managers see those meetings, even if the engineers down the hall haven't
caught on yet. Pretty soon, the rumor mill is in full swing -- and I guarantee they'll
have a pretty good idea of what you're doing.

Information is the key to filling the vacuum here. The more information you are
able to release, the less of a void will be filled up by rumor. This concept runs
against almost every middle manager's standard plan of attack, but it's true. The
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more information you can give to the staff, the less gossip you'll get in an
organization, and the more united the organization will become.

Information is your first key to keeping your company from falling into the gossip
trap.

2. Involvement. One of the easiest way to shut up a gossip is to put him or her
on the team. You'd swear this won't work, but I've seen it work time and time
again. Office gossips usually talk because they want to be in the know -- but they
invariably clam up once that need is fulfilled. It's sometimes a risk, but it's a good
risk to take. Additionally, you'll find that people who are plugged in to the office
underground network will know a lot about people, abilities, and staff morale.
They can be a useful addition to planning teams. If they do leak information, at
least you'll know the information is accurate -- but I'll bet you won't hear a thing
from them.

Just like Information, the members of a group may have a lot to contribute, if they
have the facts and the ability to make their knowledge apparent. Many times, the
solutions to what are to managers seemingly-insolvable problems, can be solved
by a staff who is more familiar with the problem at hand.

This extends to financial problems as well. If staff members are as involved as
you can make them be, often they can give you insights you won't get from the
middle managers who oversee them. These are the people who have to live on
what you may pay them -- you know they understand the principles of effective
money management, even if they don't understand the P/E ratio of a company's
balance sheet. Explain it to them, train them a bit, and turn them loose.

I've long thought that companies are too prone to lay off good workers. They
should instead move those targeted workers into groups, give them six months to
come up with a new set of ideas, and leave them alone with the promise that
they will share financially with any ideas they bring to the table. Too many times,
companies will throw away human capital as if it was yesterday's newspaper,
when a little bit of involvement from the company's workforce might have made a
major difference. Sometimes a company's president will be worth what he's paid
-- but many times a company will go belly up, and the president walks away with
millions of dollars for doing crappy work. In many of these cases, they would
have been better off letting a plumber run the company.

Involvement is your second powerful key to managing employee gossip, plus it
heightens employee morale, empowers the company, and may actually save the
company's future.

3. Interaction. A good reason why the office gossip network is running is
because they don't see their leaders enough. The old "Management by Walking



Around" concept popularized in the 80s by Blanchard and Peters, is still a good
one, but it's one that has lost some panache in the consultant-speak that we all
hear. Interaction is not giving speeches, teleconferences, or yearly reviews.
Interaction is listening to your team members, talking with them in small groups
or one-on-one, training, teaching and mentoring where possible, and then
keeping an open-door policy.

I used to know an advertising sales manager who would take the back door out
of the office so he wouldn't have to talk with the sales staff. "They have too many
problems they want to bring up," he said. Needless to say, the sales staff got
bitter and undermotivated, and the advertising manager decided he deserved a
quieter life, and quit.

Active, efficient leaders will listen to their team members as much as humanly
possible. If you think the team's wrong, then tell them why -- but make certain
you're right first.

There you go -- three I's that will make a big difference in quieting discontent,
gossip and trouble in your organization, no matter how big or small it may be.
Plus, they'll have the side effect of making your company or organization a better
place for both leader and team member.
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