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ABSTRACT  

Success at workplace is closely associated with your ability to communicate 

effectively with people inside and outside the organization. Communication has 

played an extremely important role in the success stories of numerous organizations. 

In the present scenario, it is essential to understand how informal mode of 

communication along with formal communication is important to the effective 

performance of an organization. This paper highlights the effectiveness of 

GRAPEVINE as an informal communication in an organization and also discusses 

how it can be utilized effectively to get the desired massage conveyed to the target 

with desired effect. 

 

KEYWORDS: Formal-Informal Communication, Grapevine, Chains, Advantages, 

Limitations. 

INTRODUCTION  

Communication is a process which occurs within a common frame of reference 

called “communication environment” where information is encoded and imparted by 

a sender to a receiver via a channel/medium. Then the message is decoded by the 

receiver and the feedback is given to the sender. There are auditory means, such as 

speaking, singing and sometimes tone of voice, and nonverbal, physical means, such 

as body language, sign language, paralanguage, touch, eye contact or by using 

writing. All communications pass through some well defined stages or positions in an 

organization. Therefore, the word Channel means the position or point through which 

the communication passes. These positions exist at different points and levels in the 

system. There is also a quite large amount of communication that does not pass 

through these points or does not follow any protocol. So, we can divide the channels 

of communication in to two categories: Formal and Informal. 

 

 

 



JIARM VOLUME 1           ISSUE 3             (APRIL 2013)       ISSN : 2320 – 5083 
 

127 
www.jiarm.com 

a) Communicating Formally 

 

  Represents authority and responsibility relationships between different 

positions in the organization. 

 Prescribed and controlled by managers and supervisors in the 

organization. 

 Commonly structured to facilitate organization functioning, operations, 

especially decision- making, and day-to-day communication 

procedures. 

 Main line of operational communication of the organization. 

 Usually carefully thought out and designed to meet the needs and goals 

of the organizations. 

 Flows like arteries of the body. 

 

    b) Communicating Informally 

 

 Generally  oral  

 Carried out whenever two or more people come in to contact and start 

communicating. 

 Like the veins. 

 Complex relationship of smaller networks. 

 Occurs simultaneously side-by-side with formal channels. 

 Ever-changing and infinitely complex structure linking all 

organizational levels. 

 Unofficial channels created and controlled by people themselves rather 

than by the management. 

 Includes gossips and rumours. 
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Differences between Formal and Informal Communication: 

 

Context Formal Communication Informal Communication 

Origin Deliberately structured Spontaneous and not structured 

Flow Prescribed Not Prescribed ( in any direction) 

Authority Official Channel Unofficial 

Purpose To achieve organization goals Personal satisfaction 

Speed Considerably Slow Comparatively Fast 

Accuracy Accurate and authentic Often contains rumour and gossips 

Form  oral and written Mostly  Oral 

 

The Grapevine: 

 In management terminology, informal communication is also known as grapevine. 

A grapevine refers to creeper on which grapes grow. The reason why informal 

organizational communication is referred to as a grapevine is perhaps because of its 

random structure. Imagine a grapevine and you will recall that there is almost a 

random growth of branches and smaller shoots, each intertwining with others, caught 

in a hope less intermeshing among each other. It is this random and apparently chaotic 

structure that resembles the way informal communication functions within an 

organization. 

Grapevine Chains: 

 
Figure I 

 

 



JIARM VOLUME 1           ISSUE 3             (APRIL 2013)       ISSN : 2320 – 5083 
 

129 
www.jiarm.com 

 Single strand: 

 

In this context, information usually passes from one individual to another on to the 

next until it reaches the person whose motivation to pass on the message further does 

not exist. This type of chain is the least accurate in passing on information or 

message. Information traveling along with this chain is normally confidential or 

private. As a result of that, the individual concern does not feel the need to talk about 

it to more than one specific person. Messages that could flow through this chain could 

be about a small accident that happened to someone on the way to the office. 

 

 Cluster Chain: 

 

In this chain a person tells something to a few selected individuals and would then 

passing on to other selected individuals and so on. It has been found that the cluster 

chain is the dominant grapevine pattern in an organization. Generally only a few 

individuals, called liaison (Link)   individuals, pass on the information they have 

obtained to people they trust. A proposed salary cut, an impending change schedule 

etc., can be the messages that flow through this chain. 

 

 Probability Chain:  

 

In this case, individuals are indifferent to the persons to whom they are passing on the 

information. The chain usually carries information that is somewhat interesting but 

not really significant. A doubtful news about change of technology or impending 

expansions can travel on this chain. 

 

 Gossip Wheel: 

 

In this chain one person seeks out and tells everyone the information he has obtained. 

This chain is often use when the information or message does not relate directly to the 

job. It usually has some intangible appreciation or reward for the person who passes it 

on to other people. Information relating to the person life of a colleague can pass 

through this chain. 
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HOW IT CAN BE USED EFFECTIVELY: 

 

 Speedy dispersal of message : Unrestricted by the prescribed mediums and 

pressures of the formal communication channel, informal communication 

happens very fast and sometimes in multiple directions simultaneously. As a 

result, dispersal of information happens very fast. Sometimes, it carries 

equally vital information at greater speed. If the information is something that 

concerns everyone in the organization, the speed of dispersal is surprisingly 

high. A good example of this speed is the way a message like “Tomorrow is a 

holiday” spreads amidst workers in an organization. 

 Essential Feedback: Many genuine ideas, reactions, assessments, comments 

concerns on organizational issues or decisions often reach manager through 

the grapevine much more quickly than through formal channels. This is 

because employees are not concerned or apprehensive about airing/exposing 

their views on the grapevine. 

 Satisfaction and Release: Modern managers find the grapevine of immense 

value for the satisfaction and release it provides to lower-level employees, thus 

helping maintain a cordial organizational atmosphere. By providing a free, 

unhindered and unaccountable outlet for their ideas and opinions, the 

grapevine actually manages to let off steam build up through accumulating 

differences, grievances or complaints.  

 Supplementary to Formal Channels: The grapevine supplements 

information received through formal channels of communication. All 

employees do not feel comfortable enough to commit everything to the formal 

channel of communication. So, some important ideas that they may have on a 

particular issue actually reach the managers through informal channels of 

communication. Additionally, a manager may require information on certain 

issues which cannot be asked for through formal channels. Informal channels 

can be then activated to source information on these issues. 

 Voluntary Input of Information: All information that enters the grapevine is 

volunteered employees use the grapevine not because they are compelled but 

because they want to communicate. This affects the quality of information in 
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circulation. On the one hand, it makes the information much less dependable; 

on the other hand, it makes the information much more authentic, broad-based 

and comprehensive. The grapevine originates in the psychological needs of the 

employees to talk about their jobs and their associates. Man is essentially 

gregarious in nature. The lower we go down the hierarchy pyramid in an 

organization, the more manifest the gregariousness becomes and the more 

intense in the buzzing of the grapevine. It is because of this that the grapevine 

is referred to as the barometer of public opinion in an organization. 

 

HOW IT CAN BE MISUSED: 

 

 Rumour Mill: This is a metaphor often used to refer to one of the most 

important limitations of the grapevine. First understand the metaphor. A mill 

is a term that comes to us from the beginning of the Industrial Revolution 

which refers to a machine designed to perform a routine and respective task 

almost mechanically in the interest of doing it more and better. So, a cloth mill 

would refer to a place where machines perform the routine and repetitive task 

of producing certain kinds of clothes. The same definition can be used for the 

rumour mill. 

 

The Grapevine sometimes functions as a rumour mill. Liberated from the 

accountability, restrictions, and limitations of the formal channel of 

communication, the grapevine can actually circulate any and all kinds of 

information at reasonably high speed and efficiency. This can have important 

implications for the functioning of the organization. Not only can irresponsible 

and incorrect information create an atmosphere of misunderstanding on the 

organization, it can also lead to conflict and even stealing of work. The 

management should thus monitor it carefully and rumour ongoing, especially 

the ones against the interests of the organization. 

 

 Incompleteness: By its very nature, the information carried through the 

grapevine is either too much or too little. Managers should, therefore, be 

careful about the nature of the information circulating. It is mostly observed 
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that because informal communication does not address a specific 

organizational issue and is not really concerned about tackling it completely, 

the information circulating is usually incomplete. 

 

 As Speedy As Dangerous: Sometimes, the speed with which information 

travels on the grapevine can actually be a demerit. Incorrect or unverified 

information passing through employees at high speed can actually create 

unwanted situations in the organization. To use the example, we had discussed 

earlier when we spoke about the speed of the grapevine, if the information 

about ‘Tomorrow is a Holiday’ is incorrect then employee attendance is likely 

to be affected the next day. By the time the management reacts and activates 

the formal communication channel to counter this rumour, it might be already 

too late. It is interesting to note that the same grapevine which proved so 

effective in spreading the rumour actually becomes relatively ineffective when 

it comes to countering it. 

 

 Filtration and Distortion of message : Because information flow on the 

grapevine does not follow fixed channels of communication through 

responsible positions, therefore information traveling on it can be subjected to 

a lot of distortion and filtering. Every individual who passes on a message in 

this chain, actually adds, subtracts or modifies the message according to 

his/her own requirements or fancy. Therefore, information at any point in this 

chain is hardly what it began as.  

 

    Manipulating against Organizational Goals: A motivated manipulator of 

the grapevine can actually inject information that goes against the goals of the 

organization at crucial points. It is for this reason that managers take special 

precautions to check rumours circulating on the grapevine. So , a rumour that 

a particular product of the company has flopped can actually lower the morale 

of the employees involved in the production of that product, which , in turn 

can affect the current quality of the product can actually compromise the 

market performance of the product. It should be clearer to you now that, if 
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used intelligently, the grapevine can actually activate a self fulfilling 

prophecy. 

 No Responsibility: Information circulating on the grapevine carrier no one’s 

signature and therefore, no one can be held responsible for it. This can have 

serious consequences for the organization. Distorted or filtered message or 

rumour can be easily used against organizational goals without anyone being 

held responsible or accountable for it. 

 

 USING THE GRAPEVINE CAREFULLY 

 

 Check Speculation by Introducing Openness: A good way of checking 

speculation on the grapevine is to be open about the organization’s policies 

and programmes to the employees. Since the authoritative version will be 

available to them, they will not listen to speculations of rumours. Openness 

does go a long way in addressing employees’ need for information, and checks 

rumours and speculations effectively. 

 

 Identifying Leaders and Winning their Confidence: Having referred the 

grapevine chains discussed earlier, you will realize that there are certain 

persons that are responsible for setting the grapevine buzzing or for changing 

the detection of the buzz. These persons actually indicate people who are 

usually leaders and are in a position to control the nature and extent of 

information circulating on the grapevine. An effective way of controlling the 

grapevine therefore would be to identify these leaders, win their confidence 

and use them to inject only those kinds of information that are relevant for 

achieving organizational goals. 

 

  Grapevine as an effective Feedback Tool: Despite all its limitations, the 

grapevine is actually an invaluable feedback tool. The amount, nature and 

quality of feedback that managers receive through the grapevine can 

sometimes be surprising. Serious managers never underestimate the power of 

the information received through it and use it intelligently to achieve 

organizational goals. 
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 Discriminate the Relevant and Irrelevant Information: Because of the 

number and nature of information available on the grapevine, it is important to 

discriminate between what is relevant and what is not. The manager’s 

discrimination is the best guide in this regard. However, managers should not 

hurry in determining what is relevant and what is not and should make their 

decision as circumspect as possible by referring to other colleagues, 

considering circumstantial evidence and other parameters relevant to auditing 

the information in questions. 

 

 Cut off Rumours at the Initial Stage : It has been said repeatedly, but there’s 

no harm repeating it—a lot of rumours keep circulating on the grapevine 

which can actually harm the interests of the organization. Capable managers 

should therefore use their discretion and power to identify the potentially 

harmful rumours and crush them without any other consideration. 

 

To sum up, grapevine is an informal channel of business communication. It is 

generally found throughout the organization in all directions irrespective of the 

authority levels. Being social animals, the informal channels tend to develop when we 

interacts with other people in an organization despite of the existence of formal 

channels in an organization. This kind of communication is more active at lower 

levels than the higher. The best place for it to take place is a cafeteria where the 

subordinates talk about their superior’s attitude and behaviour and exchange views 

with their peers. They discuss rumours about promotion and transfer of other 

employees. . Thus, when employees sense a need to exchange their views, they go for 

grapevine network as they cannot use the formal channel of communication in that 

case generally during breaks. Grapevine spreads like fire and it is not easy to trace the 

cause of such communication at times. A smart manager should take care of all the 

disadvantages of the grapevine and try to minimize them. At the same time, he should 

make best possible use of advantages of grapevine. 
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