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The Sociology of Gossip and Small Talk: A Metatheory. The present paper outlines a 
metatheory of gossip and small talk. While studies in the domain of the sociology of gossip 
are relatively sporadic, nonsystematic, and sparse, we find it possible to identify three key 
perspectives from which social scientists usually consider gossip. These three perspectives 
closely correspond to George Ritzer’s metatheory, as well as his differentiation between the 
social facts paradigm, the social definition paradigm, and the social behavior paradigm in 
sociology. Hence, in this paper, we also offer a brief overview of sociological research on the 
phenomenon of gossip, as well as studies conducted with the aim of answering the question 
of what people gossip about. Further, we thoroughly analyze the three abovementioned 
paradigms, which are here conceptualized as separate theoretical perspectives in the 
sociology of gossip. Concordantly, we argue the existence of functionalist, dramaturgical, 
and social exchange perspectives in the context of theoretical and empirical research on 
gossip in the field of sociology as well as other social sciences. Finally, we claim that gossip 
is one of the essential characteristics of social life and, as such, plays a crucial role in the 
most important social processes, such as the maintenance of group and social cohesion, the 
transfer of cultural values, sociocultural learning, the establishment of social control, the 
process of gaining social reputation and status, social exchange of information, and others, 
which is why we believe that gossip merits a more central position in sociological inquiries.  
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In its essence, gossip is a social activity and it exists in all known societies 

(Bloom 2004; Dunbar 2004). In the most general and value-neutral sense, it can 

be defined as "a general interest in the doings, the virtues and vices of others" 

(Gluckman 1963: 308). Gossiping is often equated to “idle talk” or “small talk” 

about others, everyday phenomena, and life in general. While gossip is a 

decidedly ordinary social activity, defining, operationalizing, and measuring it 

represent a complex enterprise in the research context (Foster 2004). Namely, 

and according to the popular view, gossip is not a particularly useful activity 

and it is rarely seen as a system of transmitting relevant information. One of the 

results of such unfavorable attitude towards this phenomenon is the fact that 

gossip is not a prominent topic in mainstream sociological research. 

Furthermore, it is often treated as a negative evaluative speech act, “evil 

tongue”, disrespectful, distasteful, and nearly shameful activity (Wert – 

Salovay 2004), as well as an act that invades other people’s privacy and is used 

to spread misinformation (Foster 2004). In this context, certain theoreticians 
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highlight that “the most negative image of gossip reflects a situation in which 

destructive rumors that have no basis in fact are spread” (Tannen 1991: 50). 

 It is necessary to draw attention to one specific view of the development and 

function of language that has direct implications for the understanding (and the 

status) of gossip. It can be said that language developed in order to enable our 

ancestors to exchange information about the physical world they lived in. 

Dunbar (Dunbar 2004) claims that this (common) perception of the function of 

language led to the trivialization of all other uses of language that came to be 

viewed as motivated by idleness. For these reasons, gossip has gained an 

undeserved bad reputation and it has often been described as a sheer waste of 

time.  

 Nonetheless, gossip represents a legitimate research problem as it is an 

important form of social knowledge and social learning, a means of defining 

social norms, a mechanism of social control, a means of enhancing or 

diminishing social prestige, a prominent element of nearly every social 

interaction and social exchange, and so forth, all of which are phenomena that 

are of key importance for social life in general, as well as for sociology as a 

science. On top of that, gossip helps maintain and strengthen social bonds, that 

is, social solidarity in the Durkheimian sense (Durkheim 1912/1915). Having 

this in mind, it is surprising that studies in the domain of the sociology of 

gossip are relatively sporadic, unsystematic, and sparse.  

 On the other hand, even though the sociology of gossip is not explicitly 

institutionalized, gossip has been the subject of certain sociological studies 

concerning language and speech. In this context, a significant although equally 

marginalized aspect of research on gossip has been the study of the content of 

gossip, that is, what people gossip about. Furthermore, social anthropology, 

social and evolutionary psychology, and evolutionary biology can provide (and 

have provided) important incentives for studying gossip from the sociological 

perspective. In this paper, one of our aims is to highlight the contributions such 

studies have made to the formulation of the paradigms of the sociology of 

gossip.  

 Small talk is often perceived as a superficial form of communication riddled 

with platitudes. In other words, the term “small talk” represents an antithesis of 

the allegedly “real”, “full”, “serious” or “useful” conversation (Coupland 2003: 

2). Still, some papers have drawn attention to the positive, prosocial functions 

of small talk (see Baumeister et al. 2004; Foster 2004; Dunbar 2004; Tanner 

1991) and pointed out that (similar to gossip) it is a phenomenon that 

contributes to social cohesion and aids the structuring of social interactions. In 

this sense, the significance of gossip and small talk in social life seems 

indisputable, which indicates the need for (more) theoretical and empirical 

studies focusing on these phenomena. 
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Research on gossip and (small) talk 
 

Research on gossip is rooted in numerous disciplines, primarily social 

anthropology and ethnography (see Foster 2004), and it relies on various 

distinct research methods. Within the abovementioned disciplines, research on 

gossip has mostly been conducted through fieldwork (participant observation 

research strategy), as well as video and audio recording of conversations. 

Furthermore, researchers have also “eavesdropped” on participants in public 

places in order to avoid disrupting the spontaneous aspects of interaction 

during gossip sessions (e.g. Dunbar et al. 1997). Certain psychometric studies 

strived to collect information on personalities of those who gossip and those 

who are the subjects of gossip (Jaeger et al. 1994). In the context of research on 

gossip, social network analyses are particularly fruitful, as the position of an 

individual within the network and the individual’s network density can be 

important predictors of gossip spreading (e.g. Lind et al. 2007). 

 In the context of natural, spontaneous conversations among adolescents, it 

has been observed that the key elements based on which gossip is recognized 

are the identification and evaluation of its subject (Eder – Enke 1991; Fine 

1986). What is characteristic about gossip is that the subject of evaluation is not 

present. After the subject has been identified and evaluated, various reactions 

and responses may ensue, like explanations, expansions on the evaluation, 

support, overemphasized affect, and challenges (Eder – Enke 1991: 497). We 

can conclude that in these studies, gossip episodes were usually initiated by 

adolescents of high or middle status within their peer group or school as a 

whole, that the evaluation was only challenged by adolescents of equal or 

higher status in comparison to the person who’s evaluation is being challenged, 

and that support was provided by adolescents of all statuses (Eder – Enke 1991: 

504-505). Similarly, Fine (Fine 1986) draws attention to the fact that female 

adolescents use gossip in order to clarify the norms that are based on the 

collective evaluation of the situation. 

 One of the most complex gossip-related research questions is that of 

determining the exact amount of time people spend gossiping. Emler (Emler 

1994) provides a partial answer to this research question. He sampled 

conversation topics in different situations and concluded that about 70% of 

conversation time was dedicated to what he defined as “gossip”. Thus, gossip is 

a highly common speech act in informal groups, which is why it is hard to 

understand why sociologists’ attempts to examine its nature and structure are 

so rare. The same goes for research on the content of gossip, that is, what 

exactly people gossip about. 
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What do humans (small) talk about? 
 

An essential feature of language is that it enables us to exchange information 

and follow the development of events within our social networks, though it can 

also be used to maintain relationships within those networks (Dunbar 2004). 

One could claim that gossip has these same features and functions. In this 

context, Dunbar states: "in a nutshell, I am suggesting that language evolved to 

allow us to gossip" (Dunbar 1996: 79). Still, the number of studies that focus 

on the content of conversations (and gossip) in relaxed or informal social 

surroundings is surprisingly small. 

 Certain early researchers wrote about the significant influence of the sex of 

participants on the selection of conversation topics. The first to systematically 

analyze gender differences in the context of conversation topics was Henry 

Moore (Moore 1922), who claimed that these differences persist through time. 

He interpreted them as (stereotypical) manifestations of male and female 

“natures”. Findings of one of the early studies on this subject (Landis – Burtt 

1924) showed that male-to-male conversations usually focused on job-related 

topics, which is in line with Moore’s findings, while sport/leisure and behavior 

of other men occupied the second and third position on the list of favorite 

topics. In contrast, conversations among women mostly focused on men, which 

is also in line with Moore’s findings, while the second and third favorite topics 

were clothes and other women’s behavior. In mixed, male-to-female dyads, the 

patterns were quite similar, although in such scenarios, men tended to speak 

more about themselves than other men. 

 Later studies (Haas 1979; Kipers 1987) suggest that gender differences in 

the context of conversation topic selection have changed since the time when 

Moore wrote about them, even though there is no systematic research on these 

trends. Bischoping (1993: 2) suggested that the "most striking developments in 

this area since 1992 are found in the discourse about gender and conversation, 

rather than in conversations themselves". A recent research conducted by 

Eckhaus and Ben-Hador (2017), which focused on gender-based differences in 

gossiping habits, established that in the quantitative sense, men and women 

spend approximately the same amount of time gossiping, as well as that 

women's gossip is more positive than men's. 

 Dunbar and his colleagues conducted numerous observational studies 

focusing on the content of conversations in public places. They noted topics in 

free-running conversations in 30-second intervals, using broadly defined 

categories (social topics, sport, music and culture, technical topics) (Dunbar et 

al. 1997). The results were highly consistent: social topics (broadly defined 

here as “gossip” and/or “small talk”) accounted for approximately 65% of 

speaking time, with small variations due to age and gender (Dunbar et al. 1997: 
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105). All other topics combined accounted for only one third of speaking time, 

which is consistent with the abovementioned findings reported by Emler 

(Emler 1994). 
 

Metatheory of the sociology of gossip 
 

As suggested previously, gossip is a human cultural universal (Brown 1991), it 

occurs relatively early in child development, and it performs a highly important 

social function (Bloom 2004). Sociologists, among other, ask questions related 

to the social function of gossip, its ritual and dramaturgical characteristics, its 

role in social exchange, and the like. Gossip can be associated with the 

preservation of group unity, collective values, and group morals. It is a 

particularly important phenomenon in the context of maintaining the 

dramaturgical aspects of human interaction. Furthermore, gossip is an 

important aspect of the exchange process of socially relevant information. For 

all these reasons, it possesses certain characteristics that (also) attract the 

theoretical attention of sociologists and social scientists, even though a 

relatively small amount of attention has been dedicated to the analysis of the 

very theoretical perspectives from which it can be considered. 

 This is a problem that falls into the domain of metatheory. In the 

sociological context, metatheory can be defined as the study of those structures 

that are at the core of the sociological theory. Ritzer (1975/1980, 1988) 

differentiates between three paradigms or basic theoretical perspectives in 

sociology: the social facts paradigm, the social definition paradigm, and the 

social behavior paradigm. It can be said that these paradigms correspond to the 

key perspectives in theorizing gossip: the functionalist, dramaturgical, and 

social exchange perspectives (see also Ritzer 1981; 1988; 1990). 

 Apart from Ritzer and his concept of paradigm, other metatheoretical 

approaches in sociology take a small group of theoreticians (“school”) as the 

unit of analysis or they analyze wider groups of theoreticians (“school of 

thought”, “theoretical perspective”, etc.) (e.g. Martindale 1960; Eisenstadt 

1981; Turner 1998).  

 The proliferation of the term “paradigm” in sociology and applied to 

sociology is both visible and empirically verifiable (Perry 1977), even though 

this term is often used in multiple meanings and its (mis)use in sociology is 

frequently the subject of criticism (e.g. Merton 1968: 72; Urry 1973). Also 

empirically proven is the proliferation of metatheoretical studies in sociology 

(Fuhrman – Snizek 1990), that is, the nature of sociology as a multi-

paradimatic science (Lodahl – Gordon 1972). There is no universal consensus 

on the number of paradigms in sociology, with the number usually ranging 

from two to eight (Eckberg – Hill 1979).  
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 Due to the microsociological aspects of gossip, we use Ritzer’s metatheory 

as the framework for this paper. Ritzer defines a sociological paradigm as “the 

broadest unit of consensus within a science” that serves to “differentiate one 

scientific community from another” (Ritzer 1975/1980: 7). His concept of 

social paradigm implies: one or more sociological theories, an image of the 

subject matter, typical methods and instruments, and specific common 

exemplars. Therefore, in the social facts paradigm, the image of the subject 

matter is social facts and functions (Durkheim 1895/1982), that is, social 

institutions and social cohesion. Sociological theories that belong to this 

paradigm include structural functionalism and conflict theories, the methods of 

this paradigm are usually historically comparative, and the typical instrument is 

the questionnaire.  

 In the social definition paradigm, Weber’s theory of social action is an 

exemplar (Weber 1921/1978), the definition of the situation is the shared image 

of the subject matter (Thomas – Thomas 1928), and observation is its 

distinctive methodology. Sociological theories encompassed by this paradigm 

include action theory, symbolic interactionism, phenomenological sociology, 

ethnomethodology, with conversation analysis in particular, and others
2
. 

 Finally, in the social behavior paradigm, a common example is Skinner’s 

behaviorism, the image of the subject matter is human automatic behavior and 

rewards and punishments that influence behavior, and its distinctive method is 

experiment. A theoretical orientation characteristic of this paradigm includes 

theories of social exchange and rational choice (Homans 1961/1974; Blau 

1964/1986). Ritzer’s model has been empirically tested through an analysis of 

24 typical sociological studies. The theoretical groupings he suggested have 

been verified (Freidheim 1979), while receiving certain criticism (Harper et al. 

1980; see also Ritzer 1981; Hill – Eckberg 1981). What follows is a detailed 

critical analysis of theories and research on gossip and small talk in the context 

of each of these three metatheoretical paradigms. 
 

Gossip in functionalist theorizing 
 

Functionalism in sociology can be traced from the organismic analogies of 

Comte (1830-42/1896) and Spencer (e.g. Spencer 1892), through Durkheim 

(1912/1915) and the anthropological traditions (Radcliffe-Brown 1952, 

Malinowski 1960), to the works of Parsons (Parsons 1951), Merton (1968), 
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Luhmann (1984/1995), and Alexander (e.g. Alexander – Colomy 1985). In its 

essence, this theoretical tradition emphasizes and analyzes the contributions 

that various sociocultural practices make to the preservation of functional unity 

and solidarity, that is, the functioning of the social system. For example, 

functionalists or “social factists” ask questions such as: Which mechanisms 

order interrelated actions in physical space? or What kinds of symbolic 

contents are used by the social system to organize social actions? This tradition 

sees gossip and small talk as social facts that (also) have positive qualities that 

are often neglected – they preserve the unity, morals, and values of social 

groups (Gluckman 1963). Gossip unifies social groups and sometimes, this 

unification is directed against another group (see e.g. Coser 1956). On the other 

hand, when a group is no longer able to successfully achieve its goals or 

maintain the equilibrium, then gossip (or scandal) only accelerates the process 

of its disintegration.  

 Literature on social functions of gossip focuses on its four crucial social 

functions (see Stirling 1956; Foster 2004). These functions include: 

information, entertainment, friendship (or intimacy), and influence/social 

control. In addition, gossip plays multiple roles, including the transfer of social 

information about people, communication of general social rules, indirect 

aggression, social comparison, and the establishment and reinforcement of 

sanctions (Bloom 2004: 139). In a certain sense, gossip also reduces 

complexity and maintains boundaries in a given social system (see also 

Luhmann 1982/1986). 

 From the functionalist perspective, gossip represents an important and 

efficient means of transferring information concerning rules, norms, and other 

guidelines for living in a certain culture. Thus, it can perform the function of 

cultural learning (see Baumeister et al. 2004), even though individuals can be 

interested in gossiping without being aware of any desire to promote cultural 

learning. In this context, gossip stories about norm violations can be more 

informative than stories about activities that are in accordance with the norms. 

Namely, negative gossip can be more useful than its positive counterpart, since 

it is far more important and adaptive to learn about the natural and social 

dangers, due to their potential severity and harm for the individual. 

 The entertainment function of gossip can be easily observed in situations in 

which actors in conversation “kill time” by gossiping. In this context, it is 

emphasized that “gossip undeniably gives thrill and excitement” (Chua – de la 

Cerna Uy 2014: 66). The friendship function can be observed in the exchange 

of information through gossip that brings together the group members (or 

friends) and marks the difference between insiders and outsiders (Merton 

1972). On a related note, certain theorists claim that people who do not gossip 

(or do not respond to the invitation to gossip with at least a small dose of 
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interest) can easily be marginalized in their immediate social environments 

(e.g. Eggins – Slade 1997). 

 Finally, gossip also performs the social control function, in the sense of 

controlling so-called free riders. Certain experiments conducted on small 

groups (Orstrom et al. 1994) showed that even the opportunity to comment on 

the behavior of free riders can produce a significant effect on the willingness of 

these individuals to break ranks on implicit or explicit social contracts. That is, 

due to sensitivity to the opinions of others, humans tend to change their own 

behavior in order to avoid behaviors that others may perceive as negative. In 

that sense, gossip represents an informal device for controlling social cheaters 

(Dunbar 2004). 
 

Gossip in dramaturgical theorizing 
 

The dramaturgical perspective originates from the work of Erving Goffman 

(Goffman 1959), but its roots can be traced back to the philosophy of 

pragmatism and Mead and Cooley’s (Rock 1979) analysis of the self. It is also 

important to mention European contributions and interaction analyses 

conducted by Simmel (1950) and Durkheim (1912/1915). Other significant 

works include the analysis of the nature of social (symbolic) interactions and 

role-taking conducted by Blumer (1969) and Kuhn (1964), where humans 

interpret each other's gestures (see also Thomas – Thomas 1928). It is also 

important to mention the analysis of self and identity formation (Stryker – 

Burke 2000), as well as role theories which claim that actors in a given society 

follow written scripts like actors on the stage (Turner 2002). For the authors 

like Goffman and other “social definitionists”, social reputation, presentation of 

desirable information, and the maintenance of the definition of the situation are 

crucial mechanisms concerning sociality. 

 Therefore, scholars and researchers who consider gossip from the 

dramaturgical perspective (or that of the social definition paradigm) usually 

emphasize the positive and negative effects of gossip on one’s social 

reputation, that is, they emphasize the role of gossip in the context of the 

definition of the situation. In other words, they claim that gossip can primarily 

help build a good reputation, as well as a bad one, which indicates that it is a 

phenomenon and practice that has “strong manipulative potential” 

(Sommerfeld et al. 2007). According to anthropological and sociological 

research, some of the most common gossip topics are personal qualities, 

inconsistencies in behavior, character flaws, bad manners, socially 

unacceptable types of behavior, improprieties, and oversights (see Bergmann 

1993: 15). Most of the abovementioned phenomena are at the very core of 

theoretical interests of Erving Goffman (Goffman 1959) and the dramaturgical 
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theorizing in sociology in general. Namely, Goffman believes that individuals 

are actors who manage their impressions and “put on” a performance, which 

may at times be cynical, deceptive, and misleading. 

 The common core of the listed “dramaturgical” dimensions of gossip is their 

focus on the negative aspects of the actor’s behavior, as well as the focus on 

behavior evaluation. Each of these topics is based on a unique evaluation or 

comparison between the individual who is the subject of gossip and certain 

social reference points, such as social norms or personal views and behavior 

(Wert – Salovey 2004: 123). What follows is that the dramaturgical perspective 

does not only insist on the deceptive performance of the actors, but also on the 

comparative value of the (demonstrated) adherence to normative rules and the 

maintenance of interaction order. 

 The theory of social comparison was formulated by Leon Festinger 

(Festinger 1954), who believed that humans have the basic need to evaluate 

their opinions and abilities in relation to real, objective criteria, that is, through 

“objective reality tests”. However, in the absence of these objective reality 

tests, individuals need to rely on one another in order to obtain information on 

the validity and adequacy of their attitudes and behaviors.  

 There are several types of comparisons that are conducted through 

gossiping: 1) comparison with similar others; 2) comparison with those who 

are less able, powerful or fortunate (downward social comparison); 3) 

comparison with those who are more able, powerful or fortunate (upward social 

comparison); 4) comparison of in-group with out-group; 5) comparison with 

imaginary or socially constructed entities (constructed social comparison); and 

6) comparison with others for the purpose of understanding one’s emotional 

states (emotional comparison) (Wert – Salovey 2004: 124). 

 When individuals are interested in comparison as a means of obtaining 

accurate information about themselves, they tend to choose individuals who are 

similar to them. This is why Collins thoroughly analyzed (and predicted) the 

content of conversations between individuals, as well as the actors’ affinity for 

similar others and common conversation topics (Collins 1975). By listening to 

gossip, a person can learn valuable lessons on how one should (not) behave. At 

the same time, people are highly prone to comparison with others whom they 

consider to be less able in a certain domain, in which they feel threatened at the 

given moment (Beauregard – Dunning 1998). Gossip can also be an 

exceptionally suitable means of collecting information on individuals who are 

more able or more powerful. This suitability stems from the fact that gossip 

allows for the collection of information in an indirect and private manner, by 

which individuals avoid the potential embarrassment they could experience 

during a face-to-face comparison (Wert – Salovey 2004: 126; see also Goffman 

1956). 
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 Furthermore, gossip is often used as a means of in-group and out-group, us-

versus-them comparison (Chua – de la Cerna Uy 2014: 65), where one can 

observe a strong preference towards a positive attitude towards “us”, that is, in-

group (Turner 1975). People also spread gossip about the members of their 

own group, in order to obtain information with which they could compare their 

own attitudes and shape (group) norms. Group norms are particularly 

reinforced through gossip in situations in which there is an observed threat to 

the group’s identity (Gluckman 1963; see also Stryker – Burke 2000). When it 

comes to constructed social comparison, the subject of gossip is often 

compared and evaluated in relation to an imagined set of qualities or an 

imaginary entity that embodies the norms and values of the group. 

 The social comparison theory was expanded with the introduction of the 

emotion dimension by Schachter (Schachter 1959), who believed that people 

turn to one another in a threatening situation. Under such circumstances, 

humans tend to communicate with others who are similarly threatened. A 

consequence of such behavior is the gossip itself.  

 Thus, social comparisons have certain emotional consequences. In this 

context, it is interesting to draw attention to the feelings of pride, contempt, 

envy, and jealousy (Wert – Salovey 2004). When it comes to pride, this 

emotion grows in the presence of an audience. Consequently, gossip can be a 

means by which an individual who spreads it is given the opportunity to assert 

his or her superiority in front of others. Contempt is an emotion that can easily 

motivate gossiping. Likewise, envy serves as motivation for gossip and, apart 

from recognizing the advantages of someone else, it also requires the 

recognition of one’s own unfavorable position. Finally, the feeling of jealousy 

may be the result of feeling threatened or the perception that the compared 

individual is a rival in the dramaturgical context of the interaction (for the 

sociology of jealousy, see Clanton 1996). Envy and jealousy are preferably 

expressed indirectly, which is why gossip represents a particularly suitable 

means for their expression. 

 Similar to gossip, small talk has a distinguished role in dramaturgical 

theorizing. Goffman also wrote about “face-work” (Goffman 1955), shame and 

embarrassment (Goffman 1956; see also Scheff 2000), and “supportive 

interchanges” and “remedial interchanges” in conversations and interactions 

(Goffman 1971). Namely, from the dramaturgical perspective, it is essential to 

leave an impression of competence during interaction, but that is often not 

enough. Our social success (e.g. at work) is greatly determined by our ability to 

engage in small talk, since small talk plays an important role in the 

maintenance of a relatively coherent work environment (Coupland 2003). 

Furthermore, the value and social significance of small talk are extremely 

“contextualized” (Coupland 2003: 5). Orientations and frameworks of the 
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speakers as well as the starting points change and reflect the changes in 

priorities that arise during a conversation (see also Goffman 1974). 

 Simply put, from the dramaturgical perspective, gossip is a strategy 

individuals use to manage the impressions, to improve their reputation, and 

further their interests at the expense of others (McAndrew 2008). Apart from 

mere evaluation, gossip frequently includes opinions or emotions related to 

certain information. We rarely exchange information without expressing our 

feelings and attitudes, at least implicitly. This is accomplished through 

intonation, facial expressions, stance, posture, gestures, and so forth, all of 

which are key dimensions of theoretical research from the dramaturgical 

perspective or within the social definition paradigm. 
 

Gossip in social exchange theorizing 
 

Theories of social exchange or the social behavior paradigm insist on the 

significance of market forces and self-interested behavior of actors in societies, 

which can be traced from Adam Smith (1759/2002), through the exchange 

analysis in anthropology (Mauss 1925/1966), to Homans (1961/1974) and Blau 

(1964/1986). It is also important to mention Emerson and Cook’s analysis of 

exchange networks, social circles in the context of intercategory and 

intracategory exchanges, and commitment processes in social networks (e.g. 

Cook – Emerson 1978; Yamagishi et al. 1998), as well as authors such as 

Coleman (1990) and Molm (1997). These theorists viewed social organization 

as closely related to the elementary processes of everyday exchanges, claiming 

that it is how patterns of social behavior, social power, and social structure are 

built (see also Emerson 1976). 

 As individuals, we are “programmed” by natural selection to be social 

animals and to participate in exchange interactions with members of our 

species. Throughout human evolution, information has been one of the most 

common objects of exchange (Wright 1994). In the environment of 

evolutionary adaptedness (Barkow et al. 1992), in which human mental 

evolution took place, information about enemies, predators, food, water, and 

the like had exceptional, life-saving value. Of considerable worth was also 

information concerning the social maneuvering of life resources – who is 

sleeping with whom, who is angry with whom, who cheated on whom, and so 

forth (Boyer 2001). At the same time, during information exchange in social 

interaction, it is possible to discover differences in status as well as intragroup 

and intergroup differences (see also Collins 1975).  

 Hence, from the social exchange perspective, gossip is regarded as an 

efficient and sometimes exclusive means of collecting, exchanging, and 

spreading information through social interaction. This information can 

represent a certain benefit or reward for the actors, in accordance with the 
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postulates of the social behavior paradigm. Particular importance is attributed 

to information that people do (not) want to be spread which includes topics of 

adaptive value, such as status, resources, and sex (Boyer 2001: 122). If gossip 

was not to include these topics, it would lose its appeal.  

 Gossip is often characterized as a unique currency, which is exchanged like 

any other and whose value is determined by the recipient on the basis of its 

timeliness, usefulness, and in particular, rarity. Certain theorists (Rosnow – 

Fine 1976) found that both gossip and the traditional patterns of economic 

exchange rest on the transaction pattern. Having this economic analogy in 

mind, gossiping could be defined as “an instrumental transaction in which A 

and B trade small talk about C for something in return – more gossip, status, 

fun, money, social control, or any material or psychological stimulus . . .” 

(Rosnow 1977: 158). 

 The social exchange perspective also points to the fact that during hard and 

uncertain times, in the context of the abovementioned emotional comparison 

(Wert – Salovey 2004), gossip can serve as a source of information. This has 

been confirmed through research on a closely related phenomenon – spreading 

rumors. When faced with an unfavorable situation, people experience anxiety, 

which propels them to spread rumors, which in turn helps relieve emotional 

tension (Rosnow 1991). Therefore, anxiety is one of the causes of human 

tendency towards gossiping and individuals with self-identified high levels of 

anxiety regularly participate in gossiping.  

 Furthermore, gossip motivated by anxiety and uncertainty is particularly 

common in social relations in which one individual, normally dependent, has 

little information on the character and intentions of the person upon whom he 

or she depends (Wert – Salovey 2004: 132; Emerson 1962 also wrote about 

power-dependence relations from the social exchange perspective). Under such 

circumstances, negative gossip about a person of power can be of great use as it 

may help foresee future threats. Thus, any person of power can expect to be a 

frequent subject of gossip.  

 Finally, Michael Hechter (1987) studied how rational actors remain devoted 

to normative group structures via mechanisms of dependence, monitoring, and 

sanctioning. When the monitoring and/or sanctioning capacity of a group is 

low, it becomes difficult to ensure compliance to group norms. As emphasized 

previously, a key vehicle of these mechanisms is gossip itself, since it provides 

the necessary means to monitor and sanction nonconformity. In this manner, 

gossip ensures solidarity and group cohesion via social exchange of 

information. 
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Conclusion 
 

As early as in the 1960s, Max Gluckman (1963) claimed that gossip defined 

social groups: if no one told us a gossip, this meant that we were outsiders. At 

the same time, one of the key functions of gossip is sociocultural learning. It is 

also used as a means of social control, i.e. a sanction that forces individuals to 

adhere to the social norms more strictly than they otherwise would. Reputation 

is also dramaturgically determined via gossip, while casual conversations and 

small talk about others affect the relative standing and acceptability of an 

individual as a mate or a partner in social exchanges. Thus, we believe that it is 

possible to outline a metatheory or three distinct paradigms in the sociology of 

gossip (Ritzer 1975/1980), in spite of its marginalized position in sociological 

inquiries. 

 Finally, one could ask the following question: What is the significance of a 

metatheory, that is, how could it contribute to the sociological theory (of gossip 

and small talk)? Certain authors believe that sociological metatheories are 

merely descriptive or philosophical activities void of any scientific or 

explanatory pretentions and results (Collins 1986; see also Turner 1990). 

However, we believe that metatheoretization is not an end in itself, primarily 

because it indicates the adequate direction for ensuring the growth, progress, 

cumulativeness or even integration of sociological knowledge (Wagner – 

Berger 1985; see also Seidman 1986; Wagner – Berger 1986). In the same 

vein, an overly narrow focus on the functions of gossip in the context of 

preserving group unity and its dramaturgical and interactional aspects, that is, 

gossip as information in the context of social exchange, makes any mono-

paradigmatic perspective relatively limited. 

 In this sense, metatheories do contribute to the potential synthesis of 

theoretical knowledge in the domain of sociology, which often seems 

exceedingly complex in its heterogeneity and diversity. Hence, sociological 

metatheory typically subsumes, defines and interlinks examples, theories, and 

methods of sociological research. This is to say that concrete sociological 

theories are placed within the frameworks of broader paradigms, while 

methateory’s primary goals include their explication and relatively precise 

demarcation. This is exactly what we attempted to do in this paper, concerning 

the sporadic and sparse theoretical sociology of gossip, mainly by 

systematically and critically analyzing individual theories on gossip and 

synthesizing them into a broader (meta)theoretical framework. 
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