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Abstract

This is an empirical study of the pattern of informal communications
operating between the managerial hierarchy of a government managed large
size industrial organization of Sri Lanka. The study is intended to bring
some light on the importance of the “grapevine” in a formal
organization. Special cmphesis is placed on the accuracy of information,
the degree of dissemination and of information, the communication centers
involved in the cultural network of the communication channel. As informal
communication network cxists in almost all organizations, management can
use this as a communication toolto reach the informal group members not
included in the path of formal communication channel. The role played
by certain communication ageats such as “Silindu” cannot be ignored in
these cultures. Accuracy, reliability, speed and dependability are inherent
ingredients of these informal messages.

Background and Methodology
The study was made on a semi-government organization!, It is a business
organization established in early 1960.

The Directorate of the orginization consists of six members, The chairman
and one other member of the Board of Directors are full time officers of the
orgonization. In addition, there is a General Manager, appointed by the
chairman. These threc officers form the apex of the administration and
in the study they are labelled as the “Supra management”. Below them
there are five top exccutives who are the functional heads of the organization.

In the study they are known as the *“Top management”. There are 44
“Middle management” personnel working under them. In addition, there
are 189 supervisors and 1,467 operative grade employees, all of them are
“skilled labor” grade employees. The entire work force was working in
the three shift basis.

'The survey was conducted by the author with the assistance of four
faculty members and 20 undergraduate students who were reading for the
Business Administrations (Honours) Degree. The students were given a prior
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training and sample questionnaires were completed during the training period.
The entire group of managerial personunel and 180 workers were interviewed
by the author and the other faculty members before completing the question-
naire. Every tenth member of the roster of the worker group was interviewed
accordingly. All other workers were interviewed by the students. Three
sets of questions were incorporated in the questionnaire with a view of
obtaining information regarding accuracy, speed, channel or agents and
centres of communication. The data so collected were analyzed manually.
The hypotheses examined are as follows : :

1. The information content is accurate and the transmission of informa-
tion is speedier in the informal communication network.

2. There is a correlation between the accuracy and degree of speed on
the one hand and the types of person and messages on the other.

3. It is not possible to ignore the importance of the traditional agents,
methods and centres of communication in the present organizational
set up.

4. There is a continuous link among the various levels: of managerial

hierarchy in the communication process through the ‘‘grapevine”
A word about the terminology. By “communication,” it is meant as
a dynamic process in which the sender consciously or unconsciously
affccts the cognitions of the receiver through the materials or agents
used in symbolic ways. The definition suggests that communication can
be affected not only through” “instrumental messages,” but also through
“consummatory” and “‘incidental messages.” ‘“‘Grapevine” and ““Informal
communication” carry the same meaning and are used interchangeably.
Moussages which do not follow the scale or the functional lines of communi-
cation are classified as informal. In this study no separate treatment is
given for “line and *‘staff” personnel.

Review of Literatur2

Tomkin (1967) considers that informal messages are ‘“‘not rationally
specified.” They develop through accidents of spatial arrangements,
personalities and -abilities of persons. Many researchers use the word
“grapevine” for this type of message behavior. Davis (1972)*states that the
“term (grapevine) applies to all informal communications”. According to
Davis “the term grapevine arose during the civil war days. Intelligence
lines were strung looscly from trees in the manner of a grapevine and the
‘message thereon was often garbled; and hence any rumor was said to form
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the grapevine.” Informal, LOIMUBICAH0n: is, “not.confined t0” [UmMOTs oniy.
It has its roots to rumors, gossip, iale carrying (“Kelam™) frivolus talks
{“Samppappralapa).3 In fact some of these methods involve gestures or
body movements. -Some, contains an element of .secrecy. .

Research on grapevine conducted by Jacobson and Secashore (1951)°
Davis? (1953), Walton (1961)%, Sulton and Porter (1958)°, and Rudbslph
(1971)° have come to the following conclusions :

1. Informal communication is fast. Since informal communication does
not follow the formal channel and is usually more persoaal in its
transmission, the messages are free to travel as fast as the seaders
and receivers desire.

2. The grapevine did fill gaps left by ineffective formal communications,

.3. .. The grapevine of the company news was confined to the place of work

As against these advantages, it is claimed that one of the major
disadvantages of the informal communication is that it serves as a network
over which rumors travél.” ‘Davis!! defines rumor as *“grapevine information
which is communicated without severe standards of evidence being present.”
Allpart and Postman®istated in their “basic law of rumor” that rumor spread
as a function of both'the “importance” and the “ambiguity” of the information
to the topic at issue. Nandasiri'® Contends that any rumor has at least
somie content of truth. Jayaratnal4 found that the success of rumor
as a communication media depends to a very great extent on the skill-
fulness of the rumor carricr or ‘‘rumor agunt” Silva!s on the other hand
recognizy od that in every organization there is at least one or two successful
rumor agults as characterized by “Silindu” in Kelahenda. However, as a
generalization it-can be-stated that a subjoct of high interest of which little
information is known is susceptible to the spread of rumor.

Davis'é identified four types of patterns in the spreading of information
via the grapevine. They are,

(a) single strand in which information passes in a line where much
disturbance occurs.

(b) the gossip chain in which everyone uommumudtcb with everyone
else.

(¢) the probability chain in which communication takes place randomly.
(d) and, a cluster chain in which there is selectivity in the way how the

message is passed. These systems can be-depicted in the following
diagrams.
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Davisi? also disclosed that there was an active minority transmitting informa-
tion in the grapewire. This group operates within the cluster pattern. The
connecting of clusters is done by certain liaison individuals. Others were
isolated. They receive or transmitted information in a very insignificant
way. According to Davis, in one case, only 20 percent passed the message
to others. In another case, 81 percent knew but only 11 percent passed the
information along.

Data Presentation

Of the total work force 1003 persons or 58.9 percent preferred informal
communication. Among the workers 60.5 percent indicated they favour
informal communication. 48 percent of the supervisors, 40.9 percent of the
middle managers, 80 percent of the top managers and all “supra’” management
personnel preferred informal communications as against formal communi-
cation.

Among the supervisory grade employees 72.1 percent obtained *‘very
accurate®” information and another :17.3 percent obtained *“mainly correct”
information. Accordingly, 89.4 percent of the supervisory- employees obtained
accurate information. Here again, 45 percent of accuracy was recorded in
respect of the information pertaining to *“(D) Salary increase” and “(G) to
nationalization of the competing firms.”

In the middle management employece grade, 68.8 percent obtained *“Very
accurate’” information and 23.5 percent got “mainly correct” information.
The total “accuracy” percentage of this group of employees is therefore, 92
percent. Only 7.6 percent got “mainly incorrect” information.  In the top
management level 95 percent got ‘“‘accurate” information and the entire
supra management was able to obtain all information very “accurate”.

Of the total work force 58 percent obtained information within the first
‘half hour of the incident or event. 22 percent got it within the first one hour,
another 08 percent within the first two hours. Among the worker group
31.7 percent of the workers obtained information within the first half hour.
13.7 percent got it within the first one hour, 6.8 percent got it within two hours.

Among the supervisors 9.2 percent got the information within
the first half hour, 14.4 percent got within one hour and 19.5 percent
within two hours. Of the middle managers 11.1 percent got the
information ~within half an hour, 26.9 percent within the first
one hour, and 19.6 percent got within twoe hours. Of the top
managers 54.5 percent obtained information within the first half
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four, 22;7 - percent - within ‘one- iour . and -9 perceni - within. .1wo - hours:
60.3 percent. of the supra management got the information within the first
half an hour, 20.1 percent within one hour and 10.6 percent got . information
within two hours.

Information regarding sudden ““(A) strike action by workers” 78.6 percent
of the workers got information within the first half hour, 21.3 percent got
within one hour. Among supervisors no one obtained information within
the first half hour. Among middle managers 8.1 pJrcent gotit within the first
half hour and 45.9 percent within one hour. Of the top management
personnel 50 percent got information within half hour and another 25 percent
within one hour. ~ The supra management got the information within one hour.

In respect of the (B) “Trauasfer of the Top Executive” workers did mo;
get' the information within one hour. ' 22.6 percent of the supervisory grade,
42 percent of the middle management, 80 percent ‘of the top management
and one hundred percent of the supra management got the information
within the first one hour.

Information regarding *“(C) early payment of bonus”, 65.8 percent of
the workers; 20.9 percent of the supervisors, 17 percent of the middie manage-
ment, and 100 percent” of the top management was received.

Regarding (D) “‘salary increase” 67.9 percent.of the workers, 11.3 pefcent
of the supervisors, 25.5 percent of the middle management and 100 percent
of the 'top management obtained information within the first hour.

40.5 percent of the workers, 17.8 percent of the supervisors, 55.5 perceat
of the middle managers, 50 percent of the top management got information
within the first hour of the incident regarding the (E) *‘Death of a member
of a worker’s family,”

Information regarding (F) “Running away of X’s daughter with the
Driver” was received within the first hourby 74:3 percent of the workers,
68.3 percent of the supervisors, 13.5 percent of the middie mwm.gurs and zero
perc»nt of the top: and supra ma ag\,mcm

Intormat:on in respect of (G) “Natlonahzatxon of the competmg firm’”’
was obtained within one hour by zero percentage of the workers, 19
percent of the supervisors, 44 percent of the middle mana umcn: and 100
percent of the top management and supra management.

~ As far as the centres of communication are concerned 56 pércent of the
worker group and 30 pércént of the supérvisors got their information from (A)
““Kassippu ‘Centros” (drinking places) 20 perceatof the workers, 10 percent
of ‘the supervisors ‘and 5 percent of the middie management” got information
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-at the ‘‘bus halts” (B); 5 percent of the workers, 30 percent of the supervisors,

6.percent of the middle managers got their information, at the “kadapila”.

(near, the village boutxque) ;(C) 2 percent of the supervisors, 55 percent of the
middle. management, 70 percent of the top and supra management obtained
mformanon either at ‘‘clubs or restaurants or canteens, etc. (D)”; 5 percent
of the. workers 20 percent of the supervisors, 26 percent of the middle manage-

“ment and 30 percent of the top and supra- management obtained their

information from ‘“‘the pohtlcal institutions; (B)”” 2 percent ofthe workers and
2, percent of the superv1so;s gotitat the “Tap” (F); 4percent of the workers,

3 percent of the superv1sors and 4 percent of the middle managers obtained, it

at the “Rehglous Centres” (F): 2 percent of the workers, 2, percent of the
supervisor, and 4 percent of the middle management obtamed it at’the
“Vedarala House” (G) Native Doctor; and 2 percent of the workers and
1 percent of the supervisors at. the “Lmdelanga” (Well), (H) and _nobody
at the “Ambalama (I)” (Resting Place). The role played by the “thndu”
(tale-carrrer) is reﬂected at every level of the manager1a1 hlerarchy ol

i Discussion Fis

The study covm,d 2 varlety of lnformal commumcatron channels and
centres which were in operatlon at the time. of the survey, These include (a)

¢ spec1a1 tale caruers (“‘silundu”). (b) pohtleal institutions; (c) canteen keeper
’(d) liftman; (e) “kassippu” dealer (f) postman (g). clubs; (7) competitive firms;

(z) suppheis of raw materials, (/) consumers or chente (k), J,ndlrect labor, and

(/) women folk. The. mfor,matlon content covered (a) Sudden strike action-

by. wo;kers, (b) Early bonus p?,yments, (c) Salmy increase; (@) Transfer of
the top executive; (e) Runnmg away of X’s daughter wrth the driver; (f)

" Nationalization of the competmg firms, and( a) Death of' a member of the

worker’s family.

The study revealed that informal communication is indispensable in a
formal organization specially of a developing country. Of the total work

- force, 58.7 percent preferred informal communication as aga,rnst formal

communication. 60.5 percent of the workers 48 percent of the supervisory
grade, 40.9 percent of the middle mamgement 60 percent of the top manage-
ment and 100 percent of the supra: management were in favor of the informal
communication. The study therefore supports, the view, Davis™ declared
that “no edmrmstra.tor in’ hrs mmd would try to abohsh the managerlal

gr apevme

},{egardmg the accuracy of the mformat;on the s!;udy reVealed that, 82 6

gpercent of the workers, 82.9 percent, of the supervisors, . 92 3 percent, of the

middle. managers, 96. 2 pereent of the top management and 100 percent of the

supra management clarm that the information they got is elther very accurate
or, mostly correct”.  The study. therefpre confirms the findings, of ‘Dayvis,

Martxn‘” Waltonm and Rudolph?,  in the broad perspecpve There. are

;however, devratlons from their ﬁndmgs in respect, of the accuracy of certam
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types of messages as against the others. For example, (c) Early Payment of
‘Bonus™ is an important-factor for the workers as well. - But only 39 percent
of the workers reported ‘that their information was' dccurate. Similarly,
-“(G) Nationalization of the competing firms,” information had been accurately
transcribed only to 13.8 percent on the work force. In-the supervisory grade
only 45.9 percent reported that they got ‘‘accurate” information ‘regarding
“*(D) Salary increase,” only 45 percent reported an impact of ““(G) Nationaliza-
‘tion of the competing firms.” Among the middle management, 46.1° percent
got accurate information in respect of *“(D) Salary increase,” and 45.4 percent
in respect of “(F) running away of X’s with the driver.” The study therefore
“suggests that only certain types of information are being transmitted w1thout
"‘dxﬁ'usxon”, in the hierarchy -of certa.m organizations.

' The ’qu‘est;onnagre rega'rdlng the “speed’ reveals that 31.7 percent of the
worker group got information within the first half hour of the incident or
event. Another 13.7 percent within one hour and 6.8 percent got within
the two hour period. Among the supervisors, 9.2 percent gotit within the
first half hour, 14.4 percent within one hour and 19.5 percent within two
hours. Among the middle managcment, 11.1 percent obtained information
~within the half an hour, 26.9 percent within one hour and 19.6 percent within
two hours. Of the top managers 54.5 percent got information ‘within half
- an-hour, 22.7 percent within one hour and 9 percent within two hours. Among
_the supra management 60.3 percent got within the first' half an hour, 20.1
“percent” within one hour and another 10.6 percent within two hours.
; Accordmgly, within the twe hour period, 51.2 percent of the workers, 43.19
‘percent of the supervisors, 57.6 percent of the middle managers, 86.2 percent
of the top management and 91.08 percent of the supra management, claim
" that they got information with a high degree of specd, namely within two hours
after the event or incident. The data therefore supports the contention made
by the researchers mentioned above.

7 A deviation from this generalization, is however, visible in this study.
The degree. of speed of information transmission of certain messages is higher
than others. Furthermore, certain types of information moves and reaches
certain receivers faster. This dcpends on the nature of the channel and the
_connection the receivers have in the channel. In this studyit.is evident that
information regarding “(E) death of a member of the workers’. family”’ has
reached only 15.8 percent of the workers within the first half an hour, while
information regarding ‘“(A) suden strike action” or “(F) Running away of
X’s daughter with the driver” moved very fast. (78.6 percent and 59.2 percent
respectively).  The speed is not necessarily the same for other categories of
“employees. For ' instance, no supervisor got the information within half
~hour regarding ““(A) Sudden strike action by the workers while 41.9 percent
of ‘the supervisors got the information regarding ‘“(F) running away of the
X’s daughter with the driver.””  Only 8 percent knew this*“(E) Death of a
“‘member of the workers” family. For the middle -managers “/(A)sudden
strike action” information was transmitted only 8.1 percent, but regarding
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the “(E) Death of a member of the workers family”” 22.2 percent came to know
that. - In respect of “(F) Running away of the X’s daughter” only 4.5 percent
know it.  For the top management, 50 percent of them knew which in the
first half an- hour regarding ““(A) Strike action by the workers.” . Regarding
“(E) Death of the workers’ family member” 25 percent knew and no one knew
about the “(F) Running away of the X’s daughter with the d-iver.”  66.6
of the supra management knew about ((A) Strike action by the workers.”
But they knew nothing about the “(E) Death’ or “(F) about the Running
away of the X’s daughter with the Driver.”

What explanation can we give for this situation ?. Firstly, it is the nature
of the message that matters to move faster. Certain messages move faster
due to its special value attached to it. Secondly, these values become
important to different categories of people in the managerial hlerarchy For
example “(F) Running away of X’s daughter with the driver” is not an an
important or an attractive factor for the top management or the supra manage-
ment. But “(A) strike action by the workers” is an 1mp0rtant factor.” Thivdly,
“the speed and accuracy also depends on the channel or the network: “Tie
actors in the “network” should be effective communicators. In the study
it is evident that certain personnel involved in this technique are hl‘,nly tr d.lnbd
‘and-that is why they have got the title “Silundu”. siLEan

The study also reveals that thcre is a continuous network conununicatién
through the informal manner from the bottom to the top and also from the top
to the bottom. The position can be explained by the following diagram.
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When there are-effective “agents” who can carry information, the speed
becomes faster. In the diagram E, D, C, DC, B, are very effective agents
who can transmit information promptly and accurately.. This study therefore
suggoests that there ds. a. continuous chain in the network from the; bottom
to the top cven within, the organization itself. Davis?2 = does not
accept the position that there is - a continuity in the transmission .of
information.

Conclusmn { ;

Jt can be concluded that (1) Any organization should conccntratc on
nformal communication system as well4f the organization is to run smoothly,
(2) Certdin types ofinformation move faster than others and more accuratcly
in ‘the informal communication channel. (3) Certain personnel ' in the
managerial hierarchy-receive certain ‘information better than othérs and lastly,
there is a clear cut channel or network of informal communication in the
entire 'orgamzatlons An efficient admmlstrstor should not only utilize these
commumcatxon network but also tap the sources of information inherent in
our culturus, Spec1al 1nformatxon centres such as Kassxppu Centre, bus halt,
clubs, restaurant, kadapxla etc. should, not be ignored if one is, really keen to
collect or dissmenate 1nformat10n about one’s, organization, The Icading
agents such as the “Silundu” or thc postman or the tale carrier should not be
1gnored ‘
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