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Self-expression must pass into communication for its fulfillment. 

-  Pearl S. Buck 

Introduction: 

One significant development in the seventeenth century England is the rise of the coffee 

houses, which have become centres of all informal intellectual activity. There has been a 

paradigm shift as common man found a platform for his self-expression not in the British 

Parliament but in a coffee house (Anderson, 1787). Man always looks for ways and means 

through which he can express his deep desires. 

The present paper is an attempt to explore the vagaries of informal communication 

networks and its impact. Apart from defining it, this paper explores informal communication 

networks and their subtle effects. It also widens the scope of informal communication through 

internet services.  

Informal Communication – Defined: 

Informal communication is implicit, spontaneous, multidimensional and diverse. 

Informal communication is often treated as the residual category in organizational theory. 

According to this perspective, informal communication is that which remains when rules and 

hierarchies, as ways of coordinating activities, are eliminated. More positively, informal 

communication is communication that is spontaneous, interactive and rich. If the formal 

organization is the skeleton of a company, the informal is the central nervous system driving the 

collective thought processes, actions, and reactions of its business units. (Krackhardt and 

Hanson, 1993) 
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  The essence of these informal communication systems is their lack of pre-specification. 

Information is not prepackaged and then shipped intact to a recipient; courses of action are not 

pre-computed and then executed without modification. Rather, information is often exchanged 

interactively, through meetings and conversations, and courses of action are worked out in the 

context of the circumstances into which the actions must fit. It often works in group of people, 

i.e. when one person has some information of interest he passes it on to his informal group and 

so on.  

Informal Networks: 

How do informal networks form between two persons?  

 Proximity  

 Perception of other member as reliable or knowledgeable  

 Friendship/trust between one another  

 Know each other outside the workplace  

 

For informal interaction to occur, people need an environmental mechanism that brings them 

together; in the same place at the same time. In the physical world, this mechanism can be a 

lunchroom, coffee lounge, or other space where people convene, or it can involve the complexity 

of movement around a work place. The perception that other member is reliable or 

knowledgeable is a contributory cause for informal network. Trust or friendship between persons 

enhances the scope of this network which spreads its network like grapevine.  

Grapevine: 

Researchers agree that the grapevine is an inevitable part of organizational life; informal 

networks are a natural consequence of people interacting. The grapevine tends to become active 

when the issues are perceived to be important and the situations are ambiguous. Additional 

studies indicate that employees rely on the grapevine when they feel threatened, insecure, are 
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under stress, when there is pending change, and when employees feel that communication from 

management is limited (Kraut et al, 1990). 

The grapevine can help improve organizational efficiency in a number of ways. For 

example, grapevine information can reduce anxiety and help make sense of limited information 

(Crampton, 1998). It also can help identify pending problems, can function as an early warning 

signal for organizational change, and is a vehicle for creating a common organizational culture.    

Grapevines are often a source of information for those who are left out of the formal 

communication loop because of their lower status. Gossip and rumors also travel through the 

group via the grapevine. Although gossip and rumor are often treated as the same, they can be 

distinguished in that the basis of rumor is always unsubstantiated, whereas gossip may or may 

not be based on a known fact (Rosnow and Fine, 1978). Therefore, it remains as one of the 

biggest challenges in any organization. There are several types of organizational rumors like:  

 Anxiety based rumors  

 Wish fulfillment rumors  

 Wedge-driving rumors (us vs. them)  

 Social rumors 

How can management control the grapevine?  

 Be sensitive to employee anxiety 

 Provide important information to employees openly, honestly, and quickly 

 Use key communicators amongst employee ranks to disseminate information 

 Generate rumors designed to make sure employees get the information they need 

Management can learn better what employees are thinking in non-formal ways than they 

could through formal networks. Without grapevine employees may not feel ownership of 

information. It is inexorable to humanize organizations wherein   employees can vent their 
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feelings and have a sense of belonging. They should be allowed to discuss concerns off the 

record. 

Instant Messaging (IM): 

Informal communications builds relationships among staff members and volunteers, and 

face-to-face interaction is the primary way people communicate informally. But with offsite 

volunteers, face-to-face interactions can be rare or impossible. One of the biggest advantages of 

IM is that it can bring informal communication into working with offsite volunteers (Robert E. 

K, 2002). Informal exchanges via IM add personality to electronic exchanges, a human touch 

that can be sorely needed when physical meetings aren't possible. 

Instant messaging, often shortened to simply "IM" or "IMing," is the exchange of text 

messages through a software application in real-time. IM, because of its perceived informality, 

feels more social to most people than email. The pressures of work and the partitioning of people 

in front of computers and away from each other makes socialization at work more difficult but 

no less important. IM is expressive, and allows for connections in a more meaningful way. Email 

is formal and static but IM is informal and dynamic.  

Blogs and Discussion Lists: 

Blogs (abbreviation for "WeB LOGs") are online diaries or journals, frequently 

documenting the day-to-day reflections of an individual. Many blogs are shared on-line journals 

where visitors can post entries about their personal experiences or professional interests.   

Kim Harrison in the website (www.lib.washington.edu ) writes that discussion lists are 

Internet-based subscription forums in which any interested party can join an online conversation 

on topics of interest to the group. Discussion lists are typically not open but require subscription, 

while blogs tend to be open for submission by any interested parties. Both types of resources are 

typically organized around a particular activity or interest.  

Personal bloggers usually take pride in their blog posts, even if their blog is never read by 

anyone but them. Blogs often become more than a way to just communicate; they become a way 
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to reflect on life or works of art. A blog can be private, as in most cases, or it can be for business 

purposes. Blogs either used internally to enhance the communication and culture in a corporation 

or externally for marketing, branding or public relation purposes are called corporate blogs. 

Blogs, Web discussion lists, bulletin boards, and even chat-based communication often have 

searchable archives but they are of variable quality. They may also be ephemeral in nature, and 

may disappear without warning. 

Lateral Communication: 

Lateral communication usually follows the pattern of work flow in an organization, 

occurring between members of work groups, between one work group and another, between 

members of different departments, and between line and staff employees. The main purpose of 

lateral communication is to provide a direct channel for organizational coordination and problem 

solving. In this way it avoids the much slower procedure of directing communications through 

the chain of command. An added benefit of lateral communication is that it enables organization 

members to form relationships with their peers. These relationships are an important part of 

employee satisfaction.  

The large amount of lateral communication that takes place outside the chain of 

command often occurs with the knowledge, approval, and encouragement of managers who 

understand that lateral communication may help relieve their communication burden. It also 

reduces inaccuracy by putting relevant people in direct contact with each other. Major blocks to 

lateral communication include, departmental separation, lack of time and communication 

opportunities, or opposition between groups.The use of lateral or horizontal communication in 

the workplace “can also enhance morale and afford a means for resolving conflicts.” (Papa et al, 

1997)  

Informal Communication Style Works: 

The predominant school of thought is that all communication must be 'professional', and 

that if it’s not, you risk damaging your reputation or credibility. Part of communicating 

professionally, it seems, is keeping our language and sentence structure formal, using important 
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sounding words. For example, saying: “Please let us know at your earliest convenience if this 

appointment is suitable”, rather than: “If this doesn’t work for you, just give me a call and we’ll 

work out another time”. The first is cold, bland, and sounds like a business with no soul. The 

second sounds warm, friendly and actually feels like the speaker wants a personal relationship 

with you. People really appreciate relaxed style and a sense of humour.  

 

Informal communication networks have a profound bearing in organizational behaviour. 

Informal communication and socialization can help make work groups develop more cohesion 

and provide desired opportunities for human contact Many companies have promoted informal 

conversation as a communication tool. Steve Jobs, Apple Computers CEO, for example, used to 

have coffee and doughnuts set up in the hallways on a particular day (Holtz, 2007). His goal was 

to lure employees out of the offices so that they would talk to one another.  

 

Conclusion: 

It is well-known that organizations are made up of people and people talk with one 

another. Machines do not pass on knowledge and information. It is a person - to- person activity. 

From coffee houses to blogs, the informal communication networks have transformed the work 

culture. In spite of many advantages, informal communication has certain disadvantages. The 

informal channels of communication may transmit completely imprecise information that may 

harm rather than help an organization. In addition, it is impossible to fix the responsibility for its 

origin or flow of information. However, for the efficient working of any organization both 

formal and informal communications are required. 
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