TO THE EDITOR

Approaching Gossip and
Rumor in Medical
Education

r. Mariam Rahmani’s recent perspectives

article in the Journal of Graduate Medical

Education provided a straightforward ap-
proach to helping program directors manage rumors
and gossip." We were pleased to see that this
important topic is making its way into the medical
education literature, especially as social media and
other electronic communication methods make the
transmission of rumors increasingly effortless. While
Dr. Rahmani presents a concrete framework for
dealing with rumors, we argue that there is an
important distinction between rumor and workplace
gossip that must be clarified.

Gossip is different from rumor. Gossip has recently
been defined as “evaluative talk abouta person whoisnot
present,” whereas a rumor is “an unconfirmed statement
or report that is in widespread circulation.”* These are
related because they often involve the discussion of a
person’s behavior who is not present, but there are
important differences between them. Rumors are almost
always speculative, lacking in evidence and legitimacy.
They are transmitted from person-to-person, not back
and forth between individuals, as with gossip. Gossip is
often transactional and is usually rooted in truth. While
rumors are predominantly negative or harmful, gossip
can be characterized differently.

The literature has shown that gossip can be an
important sociocultural tool, especially in the context
of team formation, learning, and cooperation. Positive
gossip can serve to establish constructive group norms.
For example, gossiping with a fellow resident about
another resident’s strong surgical skills communicates
that surgical skills are valued and likely to be praised.
In experimental models, positive and negative gossip
have been shown to influence overall group and
individual performance.> Gossip can be a low-stakes
method of reinforcing positive in-group behaviors and
deterring negative behaviors, by targeting those who
demonstrate or violate group norms, respectively.

Negative gossip, on the other hand, can be harmful
within learning communities. Ellwardt and colleagues
showed that workplace gossip can lead to a “scape-
goating” phenomenon, where those with low status
tend to be targets of negative gossip more often than
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high-status individuals.* This behavior can lead to
further marginalization of those individuals.

Negative workplace gossip can also be a symptom of
dysfunctional work environments. Kuo et al showed
that employees are more likely to gossip about abusive
supervisors and violations of the social contract,’ the
informal set of rules that dictates how employees and
employers are meant to conduct themselves and
interact with one another.® Therefore, in our context,
the prevalence of negative gossip among residents can
be an indication to program directors that violations
(eg, harassment and bullying) are occurring in the
workplace. In a sense, negative gossip may serve as an
indicator of disruptive behavior in the workplace.

In summary, gossip and rumors are related, yet
distinct, phenomena. We believe that Dr. Rahmani
has presented a meaningful framework for dealing
with rumor, but we argue that management of gossip
requires a nuanced approach. We must accept that
gossip occurs in the workplace and work toward a
better understanding of its role in medical education.

Michael Chaikof, MD
Resident, Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology,
University of Toronto, Ontario, Canada

Evan Tannenbaum, MD
Resident, Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology,
University of Toronto, Ontario, Canada

Siddhi Mathur, MD, MSc
Resident, Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology,
University of Toronto, Ontario, Canada

Janet Bodley, MD, MEd, FRCSC

Assistant Professor, Department of Obstetrics and
Gynecology, University of Toronto, Ontario, Canada
Assistant Professor, Department of Obstetrics and
Gynecology, Sunnybrook Health Sciences Centre

Michéle Farrugia, MD, MEd, FRCSC

Assistant Professor, Department of Obstetrics and
Gynecology, University of Toronto, Ontario, Canada
Assistant Professor, Department of Obstetrics and
Gynecology, Mount Sinai Hospital

References

1. Rahmani M. Helping program directors effectively
manage rumors and gossip. ] Grad Med Educ.
2018;10(6):616—619. doi:10.4300/jgme-d-18-00380.1.

Journal of Graduate Medical Education, April 2019 239

$S900E 93l} BIA 92-01-GZ0Z 1e /wod Aioyoeignd-poid-swd-yiewlarem-jpd-awiid)/:sdiy wouy papeojumoq



TO

240

THE EDITOR

Brady DL, Brown D], Liang LH. Moving beyond
assumptions of deviance: the reconceptualization and
measurement of workplace gossip. | Appl Psychol.
2017;102(1):1-25. doi:10.1037/apl0000164.

Feinberg M, Willer R, Schultz M. Gossip and ostracism
promote cooperation in groups. Psychol Sci.
2014;25(3):656—664. d0i:10.1177/0956797613510184.
Ellwardt L, Labianca G, Wittek R. Who are the objects
of positive and negative gossip at work? A social

network perspective on workplace gossip. Social

Journal of Graduate Medical Education, April 2019

S.

6.

Networks. 2012;34(2):193-205. doi:10.1016/j.socnet.
2011.11.003.

Kuo CC, Chang K, Quinton S, Lu CY, Lee I. Gossip in
the workplace and the implications for HR management:
a study of gossip and its relationship to employee
cynicism. Intl | Human Resource Manag.
2014;26(18):2288-2307. doi:10.1080/09585192.2014.
985329.

Dunbar RIM. Gossip in evolutionary perspective. Rev
Gen Psychol. 2004;8(2):100-110. doi:10.1037/1089-
2680.8.2.100.

$S900E 93l} BIA 92-01-GZ0Z 1e /wod Aioyoeignd-poid-swd-yiewlarem-jpd-awiid)/:sdiy wouy papeojumoq



