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Gossip is a strange kind of indulgence, the satisfying effect of which consists in the
realization that other people do wrong. It gives us pleasure to point out the
existence of evil in others. To give vent to that pleasure is gossip. In gossip we
are pleased to discuss other people’s faults, seldom their merits. We thus seem to
enjoy evil for evil’s sake. For we are pleased by faults and errors. We are content to
see them endure and grow.We are eager to augment their number and to exaggerate
their importance. And, mark you, we derive no profit or personal advantage from
doing so. If we do, we no longer call it gossip but either libel or slander; gossip is
idle and aimless [. . .] gossip is not merely a ludicrous weakness . . . but a social
force, an intricate mechanism through which the organized forces of evil gain
access to various departments of human life. In the language of theology, . . . gossip
may properly be called one of Satan’s chief weapons in his design to rule over the
world. The Devil has been repeatedly conceived as archgossiper. “How did the
Devil fall?” asks Jerome. “Was it after a theft, a murder, an adultery? In truth, these
things are sins, but it was not through any of them that the Devil fell. He fell
because of his tongue.

Henry Lanz (1936).

1 The Puzzle of Sustainable Cooperation

Gossiping and the reputation effects it produces are widely viewed as the most

powerful mechanism to sustain cooperation without the intervention of formal

authorities. According to the underlying standard rational choice account,

gossiping is an almost costless activity and therefore the ideal instrument to

facilitate monitoring and sanctioning of those violating norms (Coleman,

1990). This sanction threat, in turn, increases the likelihood that rational,

forward-looking individuals stick to the rules in order to avoid the negative

consequences that a bad reputation will bring. The result is a self-reinforcing

gossip-reputation-cooperation triangle.

The present Element examines this influential claim in more detail. We argue

that this seemingly straightforward narrative and its underlying reasoning is

incomplete at best, and in some cases actually leads to wrong predictions.

Building on evolutionary research’s recent insights into social rationality and the

importance of so-called goal frames (Lindenberg & Steg, 2007), we develop an

alternative explanatory framework. This framework acknowledges that evolution

equipped humans with a highly flexible and strongly situation-dependent set of

three overarching mindsets (or overarching goal frames) that compete for being in

our cognitive foreground. These mindsets structure our thinking and strongly

influence our motives. The gain goal frame – the core assumption of standard

rational choice models in economics – is but one of these mindsets. It makes us

sensitive to opportunities for improving our resources. The normative goal frame –

which informs theHomo socialismodel of most other social science approaches –

is another one. It instigates us “do the right thing.” Finally, the so-called hedonic

1The Evolution of Reputation-Based Cooperation
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goal frame triggers us to do what feels good right now. The hedonic goal frame to

this point has largely remained under the radar of the science of cooperation in

general, and of gossip and reputation scholars in particular. As we will show, this is

a major oversight. It is the hedonic mindset that tends to trump gain and normative

concerns, unless these receive extra backing from our social environment.

This means that most gossip will be driven by hedonic motives, and therefore,

we argue, be unlikely to have strong reputation effects. In sum, our goal

framing approach yields a variety of new predictions, some of which are at

odds with the standard account, but better aligned with the available empirical

evidence. It bridges many of the current knowledge gaps and resolves contra-

dictions in the field because it is one of the very few theories of action that is

able to reconcile the competing claims about human nature. As a cognitive-

behavioral approach anchored in evolutionary research, goal framing theory

provides a more refined and more accurate psychological microfoundation for

the gossip-reputation-cooperation triangle.

Section 1 first outlines the assumptions and propositions behind the “stand-

ard” model. This is followed by a description of the fragmented, incomplete,

and inconsistent state of the art in the research field. Section 2 gives a summary

of current evolutionary approaches to gossip, reputation, and cooperation. It

uses Tinbergen’s “four questions” to structure the summary. Section 3 intro-

duces the goal framing approach and its core assumptions. Section 4, on gossip

and reputation in contemporary society, applies goal framing theory to review

current explanations and evidence linking culture, structure, situations, disposi-

tions, and technology to how gossip and reputation may influence cooperation.

Section 5 concludes with an exploration of open questions and the contours of

a research agenda.

1.1 Gossip and Reputation: Golden Key to Cooperation?

Controversy about gossip, its alleged motives and consequences, and how to

deal with them, seem to be a feature of many societies. For some scholars, such

as Henry Lanz, the author of the opening quote writing about religion in

Western societies, gossip is “Satan’s chief weapon,” an indulgence that satisfies

our lowest desires – such that we derive our satisfaction not from some personal

benefit that may comewith gossiping, but from the mere pleasure we experience

from harming others (Lanz, 1936). Indeed, most cultures have very strong

norms against gossiping, especially against women gossiping (Emler, 1994).

Islam considers backbiting as the 41st Greater Sin, and also the Bible explicitly

condemns gossipers. For example, Psalm 101:5 reads: “Whoever slanders his

neighbor secretly I will destroy.”

2 Applied Evolutionary Science
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In contrast, there are societies that engage in a far more pragmatic approach

when it comes to gossip. In Rome in the first century AD there were enslaved

men, such as Aristarchus, who served as nomenclator – a “caller of names,” or

better, a “social secretary.”We know about Aristarchus because his patron took

the effort to dedicate an epigraph to his nomenclator as an indication of how

important Aristarchus’ services must have been for him (Wilson, 1910).

Nomenclatores played an important role for members of the Roman elite,

who often also aspired to make it into powerful political positions. In order to

succeed, they needed to solicit support and potential votes from their clients and

other influential members. Whenever patrons participated in public gatherings

or strolled in public places, their nomenclatores would walk closely behind

them. Every time their patron approached someone of importance, the nomen-

clator would not only remind his patron about the person’s name, but also

provide relevant evaluative information about their business and current situ-

ation, their kinship and social relations, what the patron had done for the client

in the past and vice versa. With patrons’ networks of clients and supporters

going into the hundreds, avoiding the embarrassment of not recalling a client’s

name was an essential part of keeping one’s support relationships going. The

role of a nomenclator reflects one of the most institutionalized forms of how

a society may regulate and normalize some of the reputation management that is

achieved through gossiping.

Gossip as evil, as a sin, or as a powerful political tool nicely capture the multi-

faceted phenomenon that gossip is, and these quite diverse descriptions also to

some degree symbolize the wide gaps that characterize current scholarly

endeavors to come to grips with it. These gaps range from assumptions about

the motives behind engaging in gossip to its alleged benefits for the individual

or the group. But both gossip as sin and gossip as a political tool also share

a common message, and this is that we should be aware of the tremendous

societal impact that gossip may have.While this insight may be an open door for

many, social scientists’ awareness of gossip’s potentially crucial role is of

relatively recent date. For a long time, gossip had not been considered as

a topic for serious scientific study, remaining confined to the realm of special-

ized anthropological case studies (Emler, 1994; Gluckman, 1968). This

changed with the 1996 publication of Robin Dunbar’s influential book

Grooming, Gossip and the Evolution of Language. Dunbar’s thesis was that

gossip evolved as a means that helped human groups to build and cement social

bonds without having to directly interact with every other member of their

group. This “social grooming” not only played an essential role in the evolution

of language –which allows us to share information about third parties – but also

to create social order and to sustain cooperation in groups. Dunbar’s account

3The Evolution of Reputation-Based Cooperation
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provided innovative answers to important questions related to the evolution of

gossip (see Section 2 for a detailed discussion). What is gossip’s function or

adaptive value for humans? How did it evolve in the human species? What are

the neurocognitive processes and mechanisms behind it? With Dunbar’s contri-

bution, a practice that up until then many had considered as being merely

a trivial epiphenomenon of social group processes suddenly had become one

of the key levers enabling the evolution of cooperation in human societies.

1.1.1 Cooperation Sustainability Is Key for Society

Cooperation, or the joint realization of mutual benefits, is fundamental for all

social species to thrive, and human societies are no exception. It can take many

forms. Whether it is about contributing one’s fair share to a team effort, about

helping your neighbors renovate their kitchen, about paying your taxes, or about

volunteering for a nongovernmental organization: it is through cooperation that we

can realize outcomes that individual effort alone would never be able to achieve.

Cooperation’s importance for society has long been acknowledged, and much

scholarship has been devoted to study how to get cooperation going.More recently,

the question how to sustain cooperation in the longer run has entered center stage.

1.1.2 Current Research Suggests That Gossip and Reputation Solve
the Problem of Cooperation Sustainability

Current scholarship considers the opportunity to develop and act upon reputa-

tions as the single most important mechanism enabling and sustaining cooper-

ation, including among selfish individuals. The focus on reputation as a major

mechanism to enhance cooperation has both theoretical and empirical reasons.

For one, the disciplining effects of reputation can emerge endogenously as

the result of the interactions among autonomous individuals. The related pro-

cesses are self-reinforcing; individuals can freely contribute information to

build or break reputations, and no formal centralized sanctioning institutions

are required for it to work.

Another reason for the success of reputation is the extensive adoption of online

rankings and reputation systems (see Section 5 for a discussion of their relationship

with gossip). However, in the offline world, gossip is the way in which reputations

are built and destroyed because of its alleged efficiency and effectiveness: gossiping

may be almost costless for the gossiper, but it can have a strong impact in

reinforcing social norms (Coleman, 1990, pp. 284–285). Without going into

definitional issues, it is worth mentioning that there is a remarkable number of

different definitions of gossip, as highlighted by a recent systematic meta-review

reporting 324 articles from which it is possible to extract a definition of gossip

4 Applied Evolutionary Science
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(Dores Cruz et al., 2021). From this plethora, we select two that are especially

relevant for our argument. Gossip is “gossip is the exchange of personal informa-

tion (positive or negative) in an evaluative way (positive or negative) about absent

third parties” -and put “evaluative way” (Foster, 2004, emphasis ours), and a more

elaborate account would define gossip as: “sharing evaluative information about an

absent third-party that the sender would not have shared if the third-party were

present, and which, according to the sender, is valuable because it adds to the

current knowledge of the receiver” (Giardini & Wittek, 2019a, p. 2). Both defin-

itions show that gossip is more than knowledge sharing, because what is reported is

valuable and it could have been difficult to find out, were the gossip not shared.

However, research on gossip and reputation has mostly focused on gossip as

information transmission, developing what we define as “the standard model of

reputation-based cooperation.” Although very useful in some settings, the standard

model does not explain under which conditions gossip does or does not happen, and

why it does not work in sustaining value creation. The standard model and its

argumentation are simple. In social settings where the transmission or exchange of

information about third parties is possible, sharing information about the character-

istics of one’s interaction partners – such as their reliability or trustworthiness –

results in the formation of individual reputations, or shared beliefs about an

individual’s characteristics (Nowak & Sigmund, 1998, 2005). Such beliefs contrib-

ute to a self-reinforcing system of sustained cooperation. The opportunity to select

cooperative partners in a “market for cooperators” (Noë&Hammerstein, 1995) and

avoid defectors deters potential norm violators because their noncompliance may

ruin their reputation, which in turn may deprive them of beneficial exchanges

in the future. Reputations therefore work both as an ex ante and an ex post

device. The simple possibility or threat that someone might spread negative

gossip about our misdeeds would keep us from engaging in them (Piazza &

Bering, 2008), and if we do, we will be disciplined by others turning their back

on us. The resulting triangle linking reputation and gossip to cooperation

sustainability currently constitutes one of the most fruitful theoretical devel-

opments in the field of cooperation science (Giardini & Wittek, 2019a;

Giardini et al., 2022).

It is important to also highlight four additional assumptions behind this

standard model that often remain implicit. First, gossip affects reputations

because it transmits accurate (i.e., honest and reliable) information. Gossip

veracity is essential for the gossip-reputation-cooperation mechanism to function

(Fonseca & Peters, 2018; Nieper et al., 2022; but see Laidre et al., 2013, who

argue based on findings from an agent-based model that verifying information

with multiple sources can alleviate problems of “noise” in gossip networks).

Second, there is a common evaluative reference point that makes it easy to judge

5The Evolution of Reputation-Based Cooperation
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when behavior is noncooperative or cooperative. That is, there is a social

norm that prescribes or proscribes which behaviors are appropriate or not

(Lindenberg et al., 2020). Third, the available evaluations of third parties

enforce cooperation because people act upon these reputations, for example

by further spreading the information, but most importantly by sanctioning the

norm violator (Coleman, 1990). Gossip thereby has the potential to resolve

what is known as the second-order free-rider dilemma, according to which

sanctioning is costly, and individuals therefore prefer others to do the sanc-

tioning if they benefit from it, as is the case in collective-good situations.

Fourth, sharing evaluative information does not have negative consequences

for the gossiper (Giardini, 2012; Hauser et al., 2014). Where such antisocial

punishment is possible and frequent, for example because the norm violator

takes revenge, cooperation declines.

Researchers have accumulated considerable evidence, most of it based on

controlled lab experiments, demonstrating that social settings that allow for

gathering and sharing information about individual reputations fare much better

in sustaining high levels of contributions to collective goods compared to

settings in which this information cannot be shared (Milinski, 2019). This

standard model of reputation-based cooperation, though, fails in answering

two key questions. First, why do people gossip? Even if spreading information

about an absent third party can have no immediate costs, still the gossiper can be

punished by the target or by the whole group if the intention behind gossip is

perceived to be malevolent. Second, the standard model assumes that people

have either a selfish motive to spread gossip (to punish the target, to ruin their

reputation or their social standing), or an altruistic one, that is, providing norm-

abiding behavior and punishing defectors. Wewill argue in this Element that the

whole picture is more complex than this, and that understanding gossip as

a goal-driven behavior can shed light on the conditions under which gossip

and reputation can sustain cooperation. Figure 1 summarizes the conceptual

model behind our argument.

1.2 The Gossip Landscape: Fragmented, Incomplete,
and Inconsistent

The gossip-reputation-cooperation triangle underlying the current “stand-

ard model” of cooperation assumes a three-step sequence, with each step

representing a causal mechanism (see Figure 1):

(1) Cooperative or noncooperative behavior by one party (A) toward another

(B) triggers the latter to share positive or negative gossip about A’s behavior

with third parties (C).

6 Applied Evolutionary Science
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(2) Gossip, in turn, affects the first party’s (A) reputation as a cooperator or

noncooperator, and it is the threat of being gossiped about that keeps (A)

from defecting. That is, it is the threat of being gossiped about that keeps

people in line.

(3) Third parties (C), in turn, base their decision whether or not to cooperate

with (A) based on this reputational information.

Hence, each of the three mechanisms needs to work if cooperation is to be

sustained. The link between reputation and cooperation (step 3) constitutes the

core of the triangle. If reputational information is available and correct, and the

rules of the game allow selecting and abandoning exchange partners, cooper-

ation can in principle be sustained. But as this section will show, the interrela-

tions between them are less straightforward than they appear at first glance.

First, reputations may be biased, incomplete, or wrong (Fehr & Sutter, 2019;

Fonseca & Peters, 2018; Sommerfeld et al., 2008), which may severely under-

mine the alleged corrective effect of reputation on selecting the “right”

exchange partners, as postulated in arrow 3 of Figure 1.

Second, experienced (non-)cooperation may not always lead to gossiping, as

implied in arrow 1 of Figure 1. In fact, there are many good reasons why

individuals may even deliberately refrain from sharing this information with

others (Giardini &Wittek, 2019b). Conversely, gossip may be triggered by many

other motives than the desire to share information about somebody’s (non-)

cooperative behavior. Third, gossiping may not always have reputational effects,

as stipulated in arrow 2 of Figure 1. For example, as one study has demonstrated,

much gossiping anticipates the potential approval by the receivers, thus mainly

echoing the receiver’s evaluation of the third party (Burt, 2001).

1.2.1 The Available Scientific Record on Gossip, Reputation,
and Cooperation Reveals Major Empirical Inconsistencies

Empirically, a key puzzle in cooperation research is the consistently repli-

cated finding that contributions to public-good experiments start at high to

moderate levels, but then show a steady decline over time due to the

Figure 1 Conceptual model

7The Evolution of Reputation-Based Cooperation
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proportion of “free riders” increasing. Or, as one scholar recently has succinctly

summarized it: “The ability to cooperate is a central condition for human prosper-

ity, yet a trend of declining cooperation is one of the most robust observations in

behavioral economics” (Fosgaard, 2018, p. 1). This pattern has been documented

by two influential reviews, published almost two decades apart (Chaudhuri, 2011;

Ledyard, 1995). More recent studies show similar outcomes (Andreozzi et al.,

2020; Burton-Chellew et al., 2015; Duca & Nax, 2018; Fosgaard, 2018). These

patterns constitute a major challenge for the dominant narrative that considers

reputation processes as the golden key to sustainable cooperation. Even more

important, there are no empirical or field studies to date about how reputation

sustains cooperation over time, and the available knowledge on the topic comes

mostly from computational models.

Early attempts to explain this consistent decline of cooperation point, among

others, to decision errors or argue that the players need some time until they

have learned to play the dominant strategy (which is not to cooperate). More

recent accounts seek the explanation for cooperation decay in the heterogeneity

of player types or stable dispositions, distinguishing between conditional

cooperators and free riders. Whereas conditional cooperators are optimistic

concerning the contributions of others and therefore contribute, they discover

through time that others free-ride, which in turns leads them to reduce their

contributions. Hence the decay in cooperation. The conclusion from many

experimental studies is that people who are conditional cooperators act like

this independently of the situation they find themselves in. But, as other

researchers have pointed out, the assumption of stable preferences, also for

conditional cooperation, is quite a strong one. It cannot be ruled out that

conditional cooperation, rather than being the result of a person’s “type,” may

be the plain consequence of this person being responsive to group pressure, as

Chaudhuri (2011) remarks in a footnote, referring to empirical findings from

Bardsley and Sausgruber (2005) and Carpenter (2004). Conditional cooperation

therefore may reflect adjustment to the social context – in this case conforming

to the expectations of others (Dana et al., 2007; Heintz et al., 2015), rather than

being the consequence of a stable preference for conditional cooperation.

Another puzzling insight related to the alleged stability of individual disposi-

tions is that gossip may be motivated by what has been called the “dark triad,”

that is, “a constellation of personality traits, characterized by callousness and

the tendency to manipulate others to one’s own benefit”: psychopathy,

Machiavellianism, and narcissism (Kniffin &Wilson, 2005). If gossip is mainly

spread by individuals with this kind of psychopathological trait, then questions

arise about the viability of reputation as a reliable mechanism governing

cooperation.

8 Applied Evolutionary Science
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The internal structure of groups – such as the web of social and functional

relationships linking its members – can be another potential factor leading to

reputation mechanisms failing to sustain cooperation, because gossip does not

work as predicted. Kniffin and Wilson (2005) stress that the incidence of

gossiping is likely to be higher in settings with stronger interdependence and

shared goals, as is frequently the case in work contexts. But there are also

reasons to be cautious about this kind of claim. Regardless of the fact that most

cultures have strong norms prohibiting gossip, and that most gossip research

implicitly assumes that these norms are violated on a large scale, there are many

situations in which it may not be in the best interest of a potential gossiper to

share sensitive third-party information with others. This is illustrated by an

interview study with 251 physicists and biologists in three different countries.

Exploring the role of gossip as a means of social control related to scientific

misconduct, the authors concluded that whereas gossip can be punitive, it is

usually not corrective and therefore often not effective (Vaidyanathan et al.,

2016). As the accounts from victims of scientific misconduct vividly describe,

all of them think twice before bad mouthing another scientist, be it a colleague,

a superior, and in particular high-status seniors. Too strong is the fear of

potential repercussions for one’s own career or reputation. The study also

adds to earlier observations concerning the detrimental effects gossip may

have on trust and morale (Akande & Odewale, 1994; Baker & Jones, 1996;

Van Iterson & Clegg, 2008), and to field research that has put the purported

ubiquity of gossip into perspective. For example, a study by Dunbar, Duncan,

and Marriott (1997), based on systematic eavesdropping in trains, reports that

“only about 3–4% of conversation time centers around ‘malicious’ (or negative)

gossip in the colloquial sense” (p. 242). Unfortunately, there is hardly any

systematic empirical research about the conditions under which potential gossip

is quite likely not to be shared (Giardini & Wittek, 2019b).

Furthermore, also the characteristics of the “moment” or the situation may

significantly impact the proper functioning of gossip-based reputation mechan-

isms. For example, whereas a straightforward approach to explain reactions to

norm violations would suggest a linear correlation between the severity of the

infraction (e.g., in terms of the negative effects for others) and the strength of the

reaction, this is not always the case. According to this view, people would leave

it at gossiping when faced with minor infractions, and resort to more direct

confrontations for major ones (Ellickson, 1991). But the limited evidence that is

available is not entirely consistent with this proportionality proposition. It

suggests that gossip as a reaction to norm violations occupies a separate cogni-

tive category, rather than being part of a single ladder of escalation. Instead, its

use strongly depends on the characteristics of the situation, such as whether the
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offense represents a mishap or is part of a pattern that signals lack of normative

commitment by the norm violator (Wittek, 2013). But this is further compli-

cated by the fact that there seem to be cultural differences with regard to how

appropriate gossiping is considered to be as a reaction to norm violations. For

example, Eriksson et al. (2021) found that gossip is more likely to be seen as an

appropriate reaction to norm violations in individualist rather than collectivist

societies with higher power distance, whereas other studies claim exactly the

opposite (Greif, 1994). In sum, the cognitive mechanisms related to situational

and cultural variations introduce yet another set of sources of potential gossip

failure.

1.2.2 The Theoretical Foundation of Gossip Research Is Incomplete
and Fragmented

Research on the triangle of reputation, gossip, and cooperation also faces at least

two theoretical challenges. The first challenge refers to its incompleteness and

fragmentation. It has three aspects. First, one issue relates to the large variety of

conditions that were identified as causally relevant atmultiple levels of analysis.

As outlined in the previous section, researchers have linked gossip, reputation,

and cooperation to intercultural and institutional variations at the level of

nations, geographical regions, small groups, and organizations; to differences

in an individual’s social position and personal social networks; to (new) means

of communication, such as social media; to differences in personality traits and

other individual-level dispositions; and to variations in specific social situ-

ations. Whereas empirical evidence leaves no doubt about the fact that each

of these context conditions affects reputation, gossip, and cooperation, so far

little effort has been made to analyze their interplay and relative impact.

Second, much theorizing covers only part of the triangle, and sometimes does

not disentangle different elements. There are three different literatures involv-

ing cooperation in combination with either reputation, gossip, or both (see

Figure 2). Only a relatively small fraction simultaneously addresses the overlap

of all three (GRC in Figure 2). The bulk of the literature consists of research on

the antecedents of gossip and its eventual consequences, but this is not neces-

sarily related to cooperation. This is followed by models focusing either on

reputation or on gossip as antecedents of cooperation. This incompleteness is

further aggravated by the fact that studies on gossip, reputation, and cooperation

usually address only parts of the “gossip triad” (Giardini & Wittek, 2019a),

leaving many assumptions implicit. As our recent review has shown (Giardini

& Wittek, 2019a), even the four major explanatory mechanisms (reciprocity,

punishment, coalition, and control) each rely on different assumptions and
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focus on different actors. For example, indirect reciprocity explanations focus

on reputation effects for gossip targets and senders to explain changes in

cooperation sustainability involving the target and the sender, whereas coalition

models stress the importance of reputation effects for all three actors in the triad

and link them to changes in cooperation sustainability among them. But

a convincing model needs to be able to provide a consistent explanation not

only for what might instigate a potential gossip sender to share third-party

information. The same principles that are used to model cognitions, motiv-

ations, and behavior of potential gossip senders should also be able to capture

the cognitions, motives, and behavior of the other actors in the gossip triad. So

far, current theorizing seems to be far from such an integrated perspective,

instead recurring on a large variety of disconnected “psychological effects”

(Manrique et al., 2021). For example, Martinescu et al. (2019) stress the

importance of emotions as an antecedent and consequence of gossip for senders,

receivers, and targets, whereas other researchers stress the social comparison

motive for sender and receiver (Suls, 1977; Wert & Salovey, 2004), and still

others point to aggression or prosociality as important motives to share gossip

(Feinberg et al., 2012; Jeuken et al., 2015; Testori et al., 2022).

Competing assumptions about human nature pose a different theoretical

problem. These range from game theoretical models explicitly building on

assumptions of full strategic rationality and selfish gain seeking on the one

hand, to explanations invoking a wide variety of “nonrational”motivations and

cognitions related to humans’ extraordinary capacity to cooperate (Bowles &

Gintis, 2011; Nowak & Highfield, 2011) and the alleged innate prosociality of

our species (Burton-Chellew & West, 2013; Burton-Chellew et al., 2015). The

latter acknowledges that there may be systematic “deviations” from this model,

which are also referred to as “cognitive biases” or “anomalies” (Camerer &

Figure 2 Venn diagram of research domains
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ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
10

09
21

75
21

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009217521


Thaler, 1995; Kahneman et al., 1991). Accordingly, individuals’ motives to

gossip have been attributed both to selfish and to group-serving intentions

(Bertolotti & Magnani, 2014). But the question is not whether humans are

either inherently prosocial or selfish, or which proportion of a group is of the

“conditional cooperator” type, but rather under which conditions and why

individuals keep acting cooperatively. The fact that different studies use differ-

ent and often incompatible behavioral microfoundations makes theoretical

integration difficult, if not impossible. Research meanwhile acknowledges the

need for an integrated alternative microfoundation that is able to accommodate

the seeming inconsistencies of earlier research (Haselton et al., 2015). We argue

that goal framing theory, an evolutionary theory of behavioral microfounda-

tions, offers the necessary tools for building an integrated theory of the rela-

tionship between gossip, reputation, and cooperation.

2 The Evolutionary Origins of Gossip, Reputation,
and Cooperation

The evolution of human cooperation has been framed as a puzzle to solve (Boyd

& Richerson, 2006), as a challenge (Apicella & Silk, 2019), and as a paradox

(Nemeth&Takacs, 2010). In the last twenty years, a significant number of review

papers in many different disciplines, from biology to statistical physics and from

developmental psychology to anthropology (a query on Google Scholar for

review papers on “evolution human cooperation” published between 2002 and

2022 reported 88,100 results), have tried to take stock of existing research and to

provide a convincing answer to the question: “How did cooperative behavior

evolve in self-interested humans?” Indirect reciprocity (Alexander, 1987; Santos

et al., 2021) and partner choice (Roberts, 1998; Roberts et al., 2021) are regarded

as the most convincing explanations of the evolution of cooperation among

nonkin. The possibility of gaining a reputation for being cooperative is

a common feature of these two theories, which imply that reputations result

from the past behaviors of actors and that the evaluation of these actions has

consequences that can promote and sustain cooperation. Indirect reciprocity has

perhaps been the most influential model of reputation-based cooperation

(Alexander, 1987; Nowak & Sigmund, 1998; Panchanathan & Boyd, 2004). In

this framework, individuals decide to cooperate (or not) with another, and this is

reflected in the “image score” of the individuals, which will affect whether third

parties cooperate with them (or not) in a future encounter (Leimar &

Hammerstein, 2001; Nowak & Sigmund, 1998). Even if costly in the short run,

reputational benefits gained through cooperation largely repay the initial invest-

ment. The benefits of a positive reputation are even larger according to the theory
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of competitive altruism, in which cooperation is a strategy to stand out and be

selected for profitable partnerships (Barclay, 2016; Barclay & Barker, 2020;

Roberts et al., 2021). In such a “biological market” (Noë & Hammerstein,

1995) positive reputations can be even more valuable than in a setting based on

indirect reciprocity where partners are randomly drawn from the population

(Nowak & Sigmund, 1998). Before the formulation of the theory of indirect

reciprocity (Alexander, 1987; Nowak & Sigmund, 1998, 2005) reputation and

gossip were on the research agenda of anthropologists (Gluckman, 1968; Paine,

1968) and social scientists (Ben Ze’ev&Goodman, 1994; Emler, 1994; Goffman,

1949). Thework of anthropologists, sociologists, and psychologists complements

biological theories by providing an overview of the functions served by gossip

that are presumably rooted in our ancestral past (Boehm, 2019; Dunbar, 1996;

McAndrew, 2019).

The explanations offered by the theories of indirect reciprocity and competi-

tive altruism are both extremely influential and compelling, but they also rest on

a set of simplifying assumptions. Evidence collected in highly controlled

laboratory settings and theoretical insights from analytical and computational

models provide support for indirect reciprocity theory and partner choice.

However, there is an increasing awareness that in human groups gossip can

be used to circulate false or inaccurate information, thus resulting in reputations

that, being inaccurate, can hardly support cooperative behaviors and their

evolutions (Giardini et al., 2022).

The link between evolution, gossip, and cooperation has been thoroughly

explored in recent years, based on the assumption that knowing other people’s

deeds before interacting with them can be a powerful tool to establish and

support cooperation. In a complementary way, the consequences of being

regarded as a defector in any kind of social interactions has such an array of

negative consequences, that the “threat of gossip” is sufficient to enforce

cooperation in multiple settings (for a review, see Giardini et al., 2021).

Reputation is a belief or a meta-belief about what others think about someone

(Giardini & Wittek, 2019a), and it can be the end result of different kinds of

behaviors (observation of someone’s actions, gossip, direct information from

the target of reputation) performed by a multiplicity of actors. In what follows

we will focus only on gossip intended as the action of spreading valuable

information about an absent third party (Emler, 1994; Giardini & Wittek,

2019a). Gossip involves three specific relational acts: an act of attribution of

some qualities, positive or negative, to someone else; an act of sharing, that is,

communicating this attribution; and, finally, an act of perception by the receiver.

Although the term “gossip” usually refers to what the sender does, the behavior

is triadic in nature because there are three actors involved: the gossiper
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(or sender), the receiver, and the target (or object). When deciding whether,

how, and to whom to gossip, these triadic relations enter the decision of the

gossiper. The strength of the connections, together with the embeddedness of

the gossip triad in a larger social network, all influence the occurrence and

content of gossip, with possible effects on the reputation of the three actors, and

on their cooperation (Giardini & Wittek, 2019a). The question is: what is the

evolutionary basis of such a complex decision in humans?

2.1 Tinbergen’s Four Questions

Theoretical biology has greatly contributed to our understanding of cooperation

among unrelated individuals since the work of Charles Darwin, specifying the

mechanisms and processes that have shaped the behaviors we observe today. In

a similar manner, evolutionary psychology has devoted special attention to the

evolution of gossip and reputation, with several studies suggesting that the

evolution of gossip was tightly related with the enlargement of human groups

and the appearance of several features of human sociality (Barkow, 1992;

Dunbar, 1996; McAndrew, 2019).

In this section, we refer to the four questions designed by Niko Tinbergen

(1963) to explain the evolutionary roots of animal behavior, and we use them as

an analytical tool to structure our discussion about the evolution of gossip.

Despite Tinbergen’s emphasis on the need for answering all questions, all four

questions have been addressed only with regard to few phenomena, and gossip,

as a complex behavior, is no exception. The four questions are not limited to

explaining animal behavior, but they apply broadly to any characteristic in

living (and even some nonliving) systems (Bateson & Laland, 2013).

Tinbergen pointed out that there are four fundamentally different types of

questions that need to be answered in order to fully comprehend a behavior.

These four questions can be asked about any feature of an organism: (1) What is

it for (its adaptive function)? (2) How did it develop during the lifetime of the

individual (its ontogeny)? (3) How did it evolve over the history of the species

(its phylogeny)? and (4) How does it work (what are the proximate mechan-

isms)? (Bateson & Laland, 2013). Each question helps define the key features of

a certain behavior or trait, and their combination is expected to provide a full

account of their evolutionary roots. These four levels of analysis are comple-

mentary, not mutually exclusive: all behaviors require an explanation at each of

these four levels of analysis to be fully understood.

Function (or adaptive significance – Nesse, 2019 – or current utility –

Bateson & Laland, 2013) refers to the evolutionary goal of a trait, defined by

its effect on genetic fitness. Traits and behaviors are adaptive when their
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functions improve the fitness of an organism, thus making it more likely to

survive and reproduce. Ontogeny refers to the process of development that

makes it possible for an organism to have that trait, and phylogeny (or evolu-

tion) refers to the historical sequence whereby the trait was acquired within

a biological lineage. Finally, mechanisms identify explanations at the cognitive,

behavioral, or anatomical levels that make it possible for an organism to achieve

this functional goal (Dunbar, 2009). These four levels of explanation are

grouped according to the ultimate-proximate distinction (Mayr, 1963).

Ultimate explanations refer to the fitness consequences of a trait or behavior

and whether it is (or is not) selected. This class of explanations addresses

evolutionary function (the “why” question), whereas proximate explanations

relate to the way in which that functionality is achieved, that is, the “how”

question (Scott-Phillips et al., 2011).

Gossiping, and the resulting reputations, allows humans to adapt and adjust to

the complex social environments they inhabit (Emler, 2019). Different discip-

lines have contributed various perspectives on its evolutionary and develop-

mental roots, functions, antecedents, consequences. The importance of gossip

for the evolution of human sociality (Dunbar, 1996; 1996) and cooperation has

received considerable attention (Barkow, 1992; Giardini & Wittek, 2019a;

Milinski, 2019; Sommerfeld et al., 2007), and several theories have been put

forward to explain how gossip evolved and how it might have contributed to the

evolution of cooperation in our species. Here, we use Tinbergen’s questions to

understand how and why gossip might have evolved.

2.2 Tinbergen’s Four Questions Applied to Gossip

2.2.1 What Is It For?

“What is it for?” has been asked time and again about gossip. Several functions

have been attributed to gossip, but it is not always possible to distinguish

between functions that are mostly beneficial for the individual and functions

that are also beneficial for the group. Gossip evolved because it provided some

direct or indirect fitness benefits in the form of information sharing, punishment,

group cohesion, and bonding: acquiring info about defectors, punishing them

without being retaliated against, and creating bonds with cooperators provide

fitness advantages. The first function, information acquisition, is definitely

crucial for the survival of the actor who gains the information, but the spreading

of the same information can also benefit the group. “Cultural learning” (e.g.,

Baumeister et al., 2004) and “social learning” refer to learning ingroup norms or

one’s place in a group (e.g., Eckert, 1990; Fine & Rosnow, 1978; Gottman &

Mettetal, 1986), thus reinforcing hierarchies and status differences. Knowing
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who is higher in status can be crucial for survival, because those higher in status

are also more powerful; that is, they can mobilize resources to support or attack

other group members. McAndrew, Bell, and Garcia (2007) argue that gossip

functions as a status-enhancing mechanism, and they propose a multilevel

selection perspective, meaning that a given trait, in this case the ability to

gossip, evolved to fulfill both genetic and social group purposes.

Gossip allows one to acquire new and important knowledge about threats and

opportunities (e.g., Watkins & Danzi, 1995) by promoting strategy learning (De

Backer, 2005), which is a way to learn what can be dangerous and what can be

rewarding or useful in a given environment. Knowing about others is crucial for

social comparison (e.g., Wert & Salovey, 2004), which permits one to acquire in

a relatively inexpensive way useful knowledge about whether someone is doing

better or worse in the group, and behave accordingly. This form of social

comparison is emotionally safer than being publicly compared to other people,

and it is less impactful on one’s social standing in case the comparison is

negative for the actor. Assuming an intra-group competition perspective, gossip

can be regarded as an evolved strategy to compete for valuable and scarce

resources by spreading either positive information about oneself, or negative

information about others. Using a variety of experimental methods, Hess and

Hagen (2021) found that gossip content is specific to the context of the compe-

tition, and that allies deter negative gossip and increase expectations of reputa-

tional harm to an adversary. Their results also point out that more valuable and

scarce resources cause gossip, particularly negative gossip, to intensify,

a finding in accordance with previous research about strategic information

spreading as a way to deflect the negative consequences of lying (Giardini

et al., 2019). Not only has gossip been linked to within-group competition (Hess

& Hagen, 2019), but it has been considered a specific competitive tool for intra-

sexual competition (Davis et al., 2019). Campbell (2004) argued that women

primarily compete through advertising (by enhancing their appearance) and

through competitor derogation by using gossip (Vaillancourt, 2013) to tarnish

other women’s reputations.

The second function of gossip, documented across many different kinds of

groups and settings, is sanctioning, social control, or “policing” (e.g., Wilson

et al., 2000). Gossip is usually regarded as a low-cost form of punishment

(Giardini & Conte, 2012; Villatoro et al., 2011) that is less dangerous than

physical confrontation and more effective than institutional sanctions. In con-

texts in which the sanctions are gradual, going from gossip to ostracism and to

legal sanction (Ellickson, 2009; Greif, 1989), gossip represents the simplest and

more frequent form of punishment that, through the threat to someone’s reputa-

tion, can police norm violations. Not only in small, close-knit communities
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(Boehm, 2019; Brenneis, 1984) but also in larger groups and organizations

(Ellwardt et al., 2012; Wittek & Wielers, 1998; Yoeli et al., 2013), gossip

functions to promote norm-abiding behavior and discourage deviance.

Similarly, in groups facing forced integration, such as the Makah Indians,

gossip’s function was to maintain the unity, morals, and values of the groups

by exposing those who violated group norms (e.g., Gluckman, 1963).

Third, gossip creates bonds among individuals. Dunbar (1996, 2004) pro-

posed that gossip (and language more generally) evolved to facilitate social

bonding and social cohesion in the remarkably large groups that characterize

human primates. “Exploitation of more predator-risky habitats requires an

increase in group size; to make this possible, it is necessary both to evolve the

cognitive machinery to underpin the management of the social relationships

involved (essentially a larger neocortex) and to invest more time in the neces-

sary bonding processes” (Dunbar, 1996, p. 103).

2.2.2 How Does Gossip Develop during the Lifetime of the Individual?

The developmental trajectory of gossip (how did it develop during the lifetime

of the individual?) has received less attention, with a few notable exceptions

(Ingram, 2019). Gossip is a complex behavior that entails a set of different skills

that develop at different times, depending on both brain- and motor-systems

maturation and on exposure to social contacts. Ingram (2019) proposed

a sequence of developmental stages for gossip, going from a very early sensori-

motor stage (0–2 years), through intuitive and operational stages, until the

display of full-fledged gossip behavior around fourteen years. The ontogeny

of gossip is very much related to the development of language skills that tend to

be fully in place between two and four years of age, together with the ability to

report the behavior of other people (den Bak & Ross, 1996). Before that,

children already possess a theory of mind that allows them to interpret others’

actions as goal-directed and to report violations to third parties (Tomasello &

Vaish, 2013). Other elements that are required for developing this behavior are

norm internalization (Kochanska, 2002) and the ability to represent how one’s

behavior can be evaluated by others (Piazza et al., 2011). Five-year-old children

are consistently more generous when they know they are being observed (Shaw

et al., 2014), and this sensitivity to the presence of observers has been linked to

heightened cooperation in several studies with adult participants (Manesi et al.,

2016). Two recent studies have found that five-year-old children will provide

prosocial gossip by informing on a selfish peer (Engelmann et al., 2016) and that

by age seven, children believe that firsthand experience is more valuable than

third-party gossip (Haux et al., 2017).
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2.2.3 How Did Gossip Evolve over the History of the Species?

Asking “how did gossip evolve over the history of the species?” can be tentatively

answered by looking into what gossip evolved out of, and how. Tinbergen framed

this as understanding how natural selection had operated in the past, providing the

genetic basis for what an individual inherits (Bateson & Laland, 2013). Theory of

mind (Tomasello et al., 2012)was certainly a key player inmaking gossip possible,

together with language abilities that coevolved with relative brain size (Dunbar,

1996). Attributing thoughts and goals to others, the ability cognitive scientists call

“theory ofmind” (Premack&Woodruff, 1978), is central to our social life. Thanks

to theory of mind, humans are able to attribute thoughts, intentions, and desires to

others, and use these attributions to predict, adjust to, or justify others’ behaviors.

A theory of mind is crucial to attribute intentions to the target’s actions, but also to

formulate expectations about the reactions of one or more receivers to what is

reported. The same action, for instance failing to meet a deadline for a team

project, can be interpreted as an intentional attempt to sabotage the group, as a lack

of time management skills, or as an innocent mistake due to personal circum-

stances. The interpretation of this action and the projected consequences of gossip,

however, can make it more or less worthy of transmitting. The benefits brought

about by gossip in terms of social bonding can also be related to the changing

circumstances in the history of the human species, such as, for instance, the

enlargement of human groups. As Dunbar (2004, p. 103) explained:

Humans represent the most extreme point in this sequence within the primates
because hominid evolution has been characterized by the exploitation of
increasingly open terrestrial habitats, both of these features being associated
with increased predation risk. . . . Language became part of this story because,
at some point in hominid evolutionary history, the group size required exceeded
that which could be bonded through social grooming alone; the constraint in
this context was the fact that the time investment required by grooming is
ultimately limited by the demands of foraging. Language enabled hominids to
break through that particular glass ceiling because it allows time to be used
more effectively than is possible with grooming: Speech allows us both to
interact with a number of individuals simultaneously (grooming is a strictly
one-on-one activity) and to exchange information about the state of our social
network (lacking language, monkeys and apes are limited in their knowledge of
their network by what they themselves see).

2.2.4 What Are the Proximate Causes of Gossiping?

The last question refers to the proximate mechanisms underlying the behavior.

Which triggers evoke gossiping? At the neurocognitive level, gossip is sup-

ported by three neural systems, and other systems can be activated for the
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recognition of stimuli and the implementation of decisions (Izuma, 2012;

Tomasello et al., 2005). The three main networks are the reward system, the

mentalizing network, and the self-control system (Boero, 2019). The ability to

attribute intentions to others is crucial for forming evaluations, and this is

complemented by the cognitive mechanisms for reward and self-control.

Taken together, these mechanisms could provide evidence for the existence of

specialized reputation-management abilities in humans. In order to be effective,

these abilities need to be flexible and responsive to changing conditions and

environments, thus requiring the involvement of several brain areas (Izuma,

2012; Knoch et al., 2009). Gossip has also been linked to the endocrine system,

and a recent study shows that gossip increases oxytocin levels compared to

emotional non-gossip conversation (Brondino et al., 2017).

Another key cognitive mechanism involved in gossip is epistemic vigilance

(Mascaro & Sperber, 2009), which is the automatic tendency to care about and

assess the validity of information obtained from other people. Emotions and

affective states can also be considered among the proximate mechanisms of

gossip behavior, given that it is fundamentally related to the well-being and

adaptive success of all the individuals who are involved in gossip. Emotions

play a crucial role in helping people navigate and interact with the physical,

social, and cultural world (Keltner & Haidt, 1999), and negative (shame, guilt,

contempt, anger) and positive (joy, enjoyment) emotions can equally contrib-

ute to explain how gossip works. In the next section we will introduce goal

framing theory as a framework of the proximate mechanisms behind gossip

and reputation.

3 A Goal Framing Perspective on Gossip, Reputation,
and Cooperation

This section comes in three parts. We first sketch the diverging perspectives on

human nature, disentangling their different views on psychological micro-

foundations. The second part provides a succinct summary of goal framing

theory. This theory is rooted in earlier attempts to develop more accurate

behavioral microfoundations (Kahnemann & Tversky, 2013; Lindenberg,

1981, 1985). It is best known for its application to problems of norm compli-

ance (Keizer et al., 2008) and now increasingly used in a variety of research

domains, such as organization science (Puranam, 2018), legal studies

(Etienne, 2011), and research on environmental behavior. For a recent review

of research using the approach see do Canto et al., 2023. Finally, we elaborate

the link between goal framing theories microfoundational assumptions and the

motives behind gossiping.
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3.1 Coevolution of Rationality and Sociality

How gossip and reputation may affect the sustainability of cooperation crucially

depends on the kind of assumptions one makes about human nature. Previous

scholarship differs considerably with regard to these so-called microfounda-

tions. Two general classes of microfoundations can be distinguished, depending

on whether or not they incorporate the coevolution of rationality and sociality

(Lindenberg, 2023).

Models building on assumptions of strategic rationality constitute the first

class. They have in common that they assume that self-interested maximizing

behavior is basic and can be used to explain how human sociality emerged

(Cowden, 2012). Thus, basically rational choice and game theory (not rooted in

evolutionary theory) are used to explain evolutionary processes (Leinfellner,

1998).

The second class of microfoundations is based on social rationality. Here it is

assumed that human rationality and sociality coevolved. The most prominent

approaches in this class come in three different versions, all focusing on

a different aspect of evolutionary adaptation (Lindenberg, 2023). One empha-

sizes the importance of fast and frugal heuristics as a means to cope with

complexity and uncertainty in the social and nonsocial environment

(Gigerenzer & Gaissmaier, 2011; Goldstein & Gigerenzer, 2002). Adaptation

consisted not in improving the ability to carry out complex calculations based

on expected probabilities, as in the theoretical axioms of strategic rationality,

but in being able to react quickly in different circumstances. This can be

achieved by developing and following rules of thumb, such as imitating the

successful, or cooperating if the partner cooperates. A second version of social

rationality focuses on preferences. It argues that in addition to self-centered

preferences, human rationality adapted to the need for cooperation with nonkin,

which resulted in the development of social rationality that interprets the public

social sphere as an arena in which participants play games with social prefer-

ences (Homo ludens, Gintis 2016). The foundation of the third version of social

rationality is what has been called the “third speed of change” (Lindenberg,

2015): humans’ situational adaptive capacity consisting in the flexible activa-

tion of mental constructs, such as goals, preferences, and heuristics

(Lindenberg, 2023). This version of social rationality emphasizes flexible acti-

vation: mental constructs, goals, and motivations can change quickly, depend-

ing on the situation and the related differences and changes in the social and

nonsocial environment. The changeability of the social environment requires

the ability to flexibly (de)activate goals, depending on the situation. Lindenberg

locates the roots of humans’ sensitivity to situationally shifting saliences in the
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need for dyadic co-regulation. The latter is crucial for a wide range of situations,

from sharing to mutual perspective taking, joint intentionality, and collaborative

learning. In the course of evolution, the adaptive advantage of dyadic co-

regulation and the related capacities to put ourselves into the shoes of others

facilitated the ability to co-regulate with the group as a whole and with our

future self. These capacities form the basis for experiencing group membership

and the related normative goal frame, as well as concern for our resources in the

future and the related gain goals.

Though the three approaches to social rationality emphasize different aspects

of the coevolution of sociality and rationality, they are interrelated, in that

mental concepts, and thus also the use of heuristics and social preferences,

need to be activated in order to become relevant as motives and cognitions

guiding behavior. Integrating the three versions of social rationality approaches,

goal framing theory (GFT) provides the necessary analytical tools for explain-

ing how gossip promotes cooperation.

3.2 Goal Framing Theory

Goal framing theory can be summarized by six interrelated key assumptions

(Keizer et al., 2008; Lindenberg & Steg, 2007). First, at any point in time,

human cognition is dominated by a single overarching mindset. “Dominant”

means that the related mindset is salient. It is in the cognitive foreground and

therefore “sets the mind” by structuring the related lower-level cognitions

and motivations. Overarching mindsets are also called “goal frames.” They

have far-reaching consequences for what individuals pay attention to, what

they value or find important, the kind of knowledge they draw on, and how

they interpret a situation (Lindenberg, 2015, p. 150; Lindenberg & Foss,

2011).

Second, as triggers for human behavior, three types of overarching mindsets

are most important: the hedonic, the gain, and the normative goal frame. The

hedonic goal frame focuses on immediate satisfaction of basic needs, on feeling

good right now. It is about seeking pleasure, excitement, self-esteem, and

avoiding unpleasant feelings, thoughts, or events. Individuals in a hedonic

goal frame focus on the present and in this sense are “myopic.” They also pay

less attention to the context, such as meeting the expectations of others or acting

according to some norm.

In the gain goal frame humans focus on improving or guarding their

resources. The gain goal frame is about anticipating one’s future condition

and therefore also implies a longer-term orientation and planning. It comes

with investments and strategic behavior. When in a gain goal frame, individuals
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are more sensitive to changes in their resources than about how a situation feels

or which kinds of behaviors would be approved or disapproved.

In the normative goal frame, the overarching mindset is “doing the right

thing.” This refers to acting appropriately with regard to the specific norms of

a collectivity in a given situation. The normative goal frame defines a group-

oriented overarching mindset, and it is the basis for the production of collective

goods. Individuals will be attentive to what they think others expect them to do.

A salient normative goal frame makes individuals less sensitive to changes in

personal resources or how one feels right now.

Third, as a result of the development of co-regulation during human evolu-

tion, the a priori strengths of these three goal frames differ, with the hedonic

goal frame being the strongest, followed by the gain goal frame and the

normative goal frame.

Fourth, the three goal frames influence each other: whenever one of them is in

the cognitive foreground, the others are in the cognitive background.

Individuals’ actions rarely are entirely guided by hedonic, gain, or normative

concerns. When background goals are aligned with the content of the fore-

ground goal, they may reinforce its salience. For example, as research on

organizational cultures shows, work settings may be designed such that realiz-

ing profit for one’s company is strongly connected to a strong professional work

ethos, a sense of commitment to one’s team, and the pleasures coming from

a supportive corporate environment (Michel, 2011). When the background

goals are in conflict with the foreground goal, they will temper the latter’s

salience. For example, normative concerns may keep the temptation to realize

opportunistic gain seeking at bay even in business situations where this would

be possible (Uzzi, 1996).When (one of) the background goals become so strong

that it displaces the foreground goal, a frame switch is the result, with the

previous foreground goal becoming a background goal itself.

Fifth, the combination of the a priori hierarchy in the strength of goal frames

on the one hand, and the fact that background goals keep influencing the

salience of the goal frame either by reinforcing or by tempering it has far-

reaching implications. The normative goal frame, which is pivotal for sustain-

ing cooperation, is constantly challenged by gain and hedonic background

goals, making the normative goal frame inherently more brittle than the other

two goal frames. It is important to realize that though inherently stronger than

the normative goal frame, the gain goal frame is also subject to be sidelined by

the hedonic goal frame. Hence, unless otherwise supported and constantly

reinforced either by the other two goal frames, or by the social and nonsocial

environments, both the gain goal and the normative goal frame will eventually

decay and fade, giving way to the hedonic goal frame.
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Finally, the social and nonsocial situational context – such as cultural prac-

tices, institutional arrangements, or social influence – has a strong impact on

which goal frame is made salient, and which ones are relegated to or remain in

the cognitive background. Goal framing theory assumes that such situational

factors can overrule the influence of values (Steg et al., 2016) and personality

(Chatman & Barsade, 1995).

In sum, GFT provides an evolutionarily grounded microfoundation that

integrates the three different perspectives on social rationality that were devel-

oped as an alternative and correction to the shortcomings of models of strategic

rationality. GFT not only reconciles the different claims about human nature

(Homo economicus vs. Homo socialis), but also is among the very few frame-

works that puts the fragility of cooperation center stage. These qualities make it

particularly suitable for re-assessing the complex links between reputation,

gossip, and cooperation.

3.3 A Goal Framing Perspective on Gossip

Much has been written about the causes and processes of gossip and reputation

and its consequences for the sustainability of cooperation (Beersma & Van

Kleef, 2012; Garfield et al., 2021; Giardini & Wittek, 2019a; Giardini et al.,

2022; Manrique et al., 2021; Michelson & Mouly, 2004). This research has

linked gossiping to a variety of individual motives, ranging from prosocial to

antisocial, as well as to all kinds of different group outcomes, ranging from

cohesion enhancing to the undermining of collective efforts. The present section

uses GFT to reassess this research and to develop an integrative model of the

interplay between gossip, reputation, and cooperation (Giardini & Wittek,

2019a, 2019b).

Building on GFT’s assumption about the a priori hierarchy of goal frame

saliences (hedonic > gain > normative), we argue that gossip is most likely

performed in a hedonic goal frame. Gossip in a gain goal frame is less likely, and

gossip in a normative goal frame is even less likely. It takes special conditions to

evoke gossip in a gain goal frame, and more so when a normative goal frame is

salient. For example, normatively motivated gossip may be a move of last

resort, which will be used only if one has reason to doubt the norm violators’

sustained commitment to comply with the group’s professional and informal

normative expectations.

The remainder of this section therefore explores the conditions under which

gossip is hedonically motivated. This will be followed by a discussion of the

special conditions under which gossip is not motivated by a salient hedonic goal

frame, but by a gain or a normative goal frame.
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3.3.1 The Hedonic Roots of Gossiping

Despite the surge of academic interest in gossip, systematic research into which

motives trigger individual gossip behavior and “whether people gossip for

different reasons in different situations” (Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012,

p. 2643) is still scarce. Beersma and Van Kleef’s (2012) comprehensive empir-

ical study on gossip motives distinguishes four types of motives: to enjoy, to

inform/validate, to influence others negatively, and to maintain group norms.

These four motives clearly relate to the three overarching goal frames. First,

enjoyment triggers stimulation and therefore contributes to the realization of

a hedonic goal frame. Gathering information, according to Beersma and Van

Kleef, is mainly related to validating one’s own view. Being validated in what

you think about others (in evaluative terms) feels good because it satisfies

a fundamental need. Thus, both the enjoyment and the information motive are

rooted in a salient hedonic goal frame. Third, Beersma and Van Kleef (2012)

identify negative influence as self-serving, which corresponds to a salient gain

goal frame. But note that the desire to exert negative influence could also be

driven by a hedonic goal frame, as saying negative things about a third party

may enhance one’s feeling of superiority. Finally, the fourth motive they

identify, group protection, is a normative goal.

Based on a study among 221 undergraduates at the University of Amsterdam

who filled in the 22-item Motives to Gossip Questionnaire, Beersma and Van

Kleef (2012) found that the four gossip motives differed significantly in terms of

their perceived importance. The most important motives were validation and

information gathering, followed by enjoyment. No significant difference was

found between group protection and (self-serving) negative influence. These

findings suggest that hedonic goals may indeed be a more important driver of

gossip than gain or normative motives, as suggested by GFT. To assess to what

degree the strength of the motives varies across situations, the same sample of

221 students was randomly divided into four groups, with each group being

asked to read a different scenario. The scenarios differed along two dimensions:

(a) whether a colleague’s behavior violated or did not violate a workgroup

helping norm, and (b) whether the receiver of the gossip was a colleague or

a friend who didn’t work at the organization. Validation/information gathering

was the only motive that, for all four scenarios, significantly correlated with the

self-reported tendency to instigate gossip. In the condition where the receiver is

a colleague, and the behavior of the other colleague was a norm violation,

negative influence and group protection showed significant, though much

weaker, correlations with the tendency to gossip. This suggests that the salient

hedonic motive behind gossip about norm violations by other ingroup members

24 Applied Evolutionary Science

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
10

09
21

75
21

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009217521


is flanked by weaker gain and normative concerns in the cognitive background.

Taken together, the patterns revealed by Beersma and Van Kleef’s study provide

some circumstantial evidence for hedonic motives being one of the main

proximate causes of gossiping, at least in the contemporary setting of a class

of University undergraduates. Using Beersma and Van Kleef’s (2012) scale,

Hartung et al. (2019) also found evidence for the importance of validation and

information gathering. They reported that “gossiping just for fun” is as import-

ant as a motive as relationship building and protecting others from harm. They

also found that social enjoyment as a self-declared motive was more important

in private than in work-related situations.

The next question then becomes: what are the evolutionary roots of the link

between hedonic motives and gossip? Probably the most influential argument in

this context was proposed by Dunbar (1997), who claimed that gossip in

humans is what grooming is to nonhuman primates: it builds and sustains

bonds with other group members (see Section 2). These alliances may turn

out to be useful as potential future sources for support or resources, but also to

prevent or mitigate future threats from others. The extensive dedication to

grooming – research suggests that it depends on group size and species, and

can take up to 17 percent of nonhuman primates’ time – is sustained by the fact

that grooming is “extremely effective at releasing endorphins. The flood of

opiates triggered by being groomed (and perhaps even by the act of grooming

itself) generates a sense of relaxation (grooming lowers the heart rate, reduces

signs of nervousness such as scratching)” (Dunbar, 2004, p. 101). The evidence

on human gossiping reveals many similarities, suggesting that humans experi-

ence participation in gossip episodes as a sender or receiver as an intrinsically

gratifying activity that satisfies many individual needs. This includes stimula-

tion, self-confidence, and personal bonding (Foster, 2004). Gossip is “fun,”

triggers a “warm glow” in the participants (Stirling, 1956), contributes to

immediate satisfaction of needs for confirmation, bonding, belonging, and is

closely tied to a wide range of emotions (Martinescu et al., 2019;Waddington &

Fletcher, 2005).

Unfortunately, empirical evidence on the psychoneuroendocrinological cor-

relates of gossiping is still scarce. However, a recent study on the hormonal

responses of receiving gossip showed an increase in oxytocin – which, together

with the neurotransmitters endorphin, dopamine, and serotonin, is one of the

triggers of feelings of happiness. This increase was unrelated to psychological

characteristics of the receiver, such as empathy, autistic traits, perceived stress,

or envy (Brondino et al., 2017). In a complementary way, a series of experi-

mental studies found that observing antisocial acts triggers negative affect, that

sharing this information with others can reduce this negative affect, and that the
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reduction of negative affect is strongest for individuals with a prosocial orien-

tation (Feinberg et al., 2012).

There is some evidence that culture-gene coevolution plays a key role in the

observed interplay between gossip and negative affect, in particular its correl-

ation with serotonin levels (Chiao & Blizinsky, 2010). This argument is based

on the observation that one region in the serotonin transporter gene allows for

two different expressions (the short S and the long L allele). The S allele was

found to be associated with increased negative emotion (e.g., heightened anx-

iety, attentional bias to negative information) and increased risk for depression.

Environmental risk factors that are known to trigger these outcomes are expos-

ure to chronic life stress, in particular interpersonal conflict and loss or threat

(Chiao & Blizinsky, 2010, p. 530). Population genetic studies show that the

proportion of individuals carrying the S allele is geographically clustered in

regions where collectivistic cultures prevail. For example, 70–80 percent of

individuals in East Asian samples carry it, compared to 40–45 percent of

individuals in European samples (Chiao & Blizinsky, 2010). Given the many

negative mental health effects that may result from carrying the S allele in case

of exposure to adverse social or environmental circumstances, one would

expect the incidence of these disorders to be much higher in these regions

(Chiao & Blizinsky, 2010). But the opposite is the case: the incidence of

negative affect, such as anxiety and major depressive disorders, is far lower in

East Asia than in Western populations. This is where gene-culture coevolution

comes in: with its emphasis on social harmony, collectivistic cultural beliefs and

values may fulfill an important “anti-psychopathology” function in that they

reduce or temper exposure to chronic life stress, thereby neutralizing one of the

major environmental risk factors triggering psychopathologies in genetically

susceptible individuals. Also, cultural tightness (meaning strict norms and

punishment for deviance) correlates with susceptibility to ecological threat

and the short S allele in the serotonin neurotransmitter gene (Mrazek et al.,

2013). Hence, collectivistic as well as “tight” cultural beliefs coevolved with the

specific genetic disposition toward increased negative emotions (the “anti-

psychopathology” function). This pattern is important for a model of gossip,

because according to a standard account in the literature, members of collectiv-

ist cultures are considered to be more strongly inclined to gossip than members

of individualist cultures.

In sum, if gossiping indeed has the power to temper negative affect, engaging

in it is likely to foster the realization of hedonic goals. This has several

implications. It means that the inclination to initiate a gossip episode will be

stronger in situations where the hedonic goal frame is in the cognitive fore-

ground. It also suggests that participating in a gossip episode may increase the
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salience of the receiver’s hedonic goal frame. That is, gossiping helps to fulfill

the sender’s and receiver’s desire to “feel better right now.” Finally, if most of

the time gossip is mainly driven by the fundamental need for validation and

enjoyment for the sender and the receiver, its effects on third-party reputations

may be much weaker than most current theorizing assumes. Combined with the

ease with which third-party information can be shared, humans may indeed – as

implied by most research – be predisposed to gossip wherever, whenever, and

with whomever they can. But often, the reputation effects may be limited, as

much of the information shared by a sender may not be new to the receiver and

merely reinforce previously held opinions. As a consequence, in such situations,

receiving gossip may not fundamentally change the receiver’s behavior toward

the third party.

In this plain form, the argument of the hedonic roots of gossiping remains too

simplistic: we know that there are many situations in which gossip does have

strong reputational effects. The question therefore is whether there are condi-

tions under which a salient hedonic goal frame may nevertheless trigger such

effects, or when gossip is governed by a gain or normative goal frame.

For one, whereas the immediate experience of being engaged in a specific

gossip episode may be pleasurable, the perception that the tendency to gossip is

endemic in one’s specific immediate social environment may rather raise the

salience of both gain and normative concerns. Knowing that gossip is frequent

means that oneself is also likely to become a gossip target. The damages that this

can cause may increase the salience of the normative goal frame.

Furthermore, even in populations of nonhuman primates, who grooms whom

strongly depends on the group context and situational conditions. For example,

analyzing 1,529 grooming partner choices in wild populations of sooty manga-

beys and western chimpanzees, a recent study found a bias toward choosing

groomee’s with a higher rank in the social status hierarchy and a tendency not to

groom those who had strong relationships with bystanders (Mielke et al., 2018).

Earlier studies have shown that grooming time increases with group size but

decreases with the proportion of females in the group (Lehmann et al., 2007).

But whereas studies on nonhuman primates also seek to explain under which

contextual and situational conditions grooming is far less frequent than

expected, studies on gossiping so far have not engaged in such attempts. The

result is that the field is strongly biased toward the presence of gossip (Dores

Cruz et al., 2021), leaving us with very little insights about the situations in

which individuals have sensible “gossip worthy” third-party information but

refrain from sharing it with others (Giardini & Wittek, 2019b). From an

evolutionary perspective, the capacity to assess under which conditions it is

better not to share gossip, and thereby also to suppress the urge to give in to its
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hedonic pleasures, can have equally important adaptive value as transmitting

such information in other circumstances might have. The gossip decision

therefore needs to be analyzed in the context of the capacities for co-

regulation with the group and the related normative goal frame, as well as

one’s future self and the related gain goal frame.

3.3.2 Gossip and the Gain Goal Frame

From a GFT perspective, the standard model linking gossip to cooperation

sustainability is rooted in an incomplete behavioral microfoundation. It assumes

selfish, strategically rational actors, for whom sharing reputational information

for the sake of norm enforcement may pay off. A nice example of this perspec-

tive is Coleman’s (1990) two-step model of norm enforcement. In this model,

gain-seeking rational individuals use gossip as an almost costless means to find

out about norm violators. These information exchanges also establish consensus

about the kind and severity of the norm violation, and they provide insight into

how strongly others condemn this behavior. According to Coleman (1990), this

first step of information sharing would then facilitate solving the second-order

free rider dilemma, that is, the tendency to let others do the sanctioning. Put

differently, knowing that the group condemns the behavior of a norm violator,

some group members may be willing to engage in sanctioning behavior. This

usually comes with some cost, such as the discomfort and effort of having to

directly confront somebody about their misdeeds. Hence, in these gossip

models, gain seeking is still the primary motive or salient mindset behind

norm enforcement through gossiping.

The incompleteness of the microfoundation is due to the one-sided focus on

the gain goal frame and the related neglect of both the hedonic and the norma-

tive goal frame. Part of this limitation is built into the standard experimental

paradigms that are used to study cooperation, which are based on incentives. For

example, instructions given to subjects participating in public good experiments

state that participants can earn money based on the choices theymake during the

game. By making the aspect of a market transaction and monetary reward

salient, the experimenters set up a situation that primes a gain goal frame in

the participants.

Gossip has been linked to a variety of gain goals. According to a theoretical

model on gossip in organizations (Kurland & Pelled, 2000), gaining or main-

taining different types of power is a prominent motive for gossiping. Building

on the influential distinction between reward, coercive, expert, and referent

power (French et al., 1959), Kurland and Pelled (2000) developed propositions

about the differential impact of positive and negative gossip on these four forms
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of power. Important context conditions that are assumed to moderate these

effects are the credibility and work-relatedness of gossip, and context factors

such as relationship quality and organizational culture.

Lee and Barnes (2021) provide an elaborate microfoundation of gossip in the

organizational context. Their model is based on the distinction between four

types of gossip, depending on whether gossip is work or nonwork-related, and

whether it is negative or positive. They refer to work-related negative vs.

positive gossip as protection based vs. endorsement-based gossip, respectively.

Nonwork-related negative vs. positive gossip is labeled derogation-based vs.

communion-based gossip. Protection-based gossip serves the group, for

example, by warning others about the unreliability of a coworker, which

might have negative repercussions for the work or for those who engage with

this colleague, and thereby directly or indirectly also might have detrimental

consequences for the organization or the subunit as a whole. But endorsement-

based gossip also has instrumental value. Praising a coworker’s professional

qualities and work-related behavior not only improves the reputation of the

target and defines a positive reference point for evaluating one’s own work, it

also conveys knowledge about someone’s expertise and competence. Such

knowledge, in turn, can form an important source of social capital.

Lee and Barnes’s model is insightful because it explicates the receiver’s

attribution of gossip sender’s motives as a crucial mediator leading to behav-

ioral responses by the receiver. Depending on the type of gossip, the receiver

can perceive the sender as pursuing prosocial, relational, or self-interested

motives related to the specific gossip event. By shifting the attention to the

situation and the psychology of the receiver, this model transcends the standard

model that uses behavioral types or dispositions: attributions of motives for the

same sender can vary across different gossip episodes. The kind of attribution

will then affect which of three types of reactions the receiver will engage in. At

the level of the gossip episode, attributions of relational and prosocial motives

increase the likelihood that the receiver will reciprocate the gossip, whereas the

attribution of self-interested motives will decrease it. At the level of the

individual sender, receivers’ reactions can take the form of cooperation or social

undermining, depending on whether the gossip enhances or compromises the

sender’s trustworthiness.

If the context is described as a network of relationship among the involved

actors, the gain goal frame is assumed to be the primary motive guiding

“brokerage” behavior of individuals occupying strategically central positions

in social networks, that is, positions that span structural holes between other-

wise unconnected contacts (Burt & Soda, 2021). Occupying such a position can

yield a variety of benefits, as they may follow from different “brokering”
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activities. For example, the broker may be able to secure some advantages by

playing one’s contacts out against each other (the “tertius gaudens” strategy).

Conversely, the broker may also benefit from facilitating exchanges between

previously unconnected players (the “tertius iungens” strategy). More gener-

ally, spanning structural holes allows extracting a variety of control and infor-

mation benefits, and gossiping is the main instrument to achieve this.

3.3.3 Gossip and the Normative Goal Frame

Normative concerns have been linked to gossiping since the topic has captured

the interest of social scientists. An influential view sees gossip as the primary

means to convey information about social norms and behavioral expectations,

usually by derogating those who violated them (Baumeister et al., 2004;

Merry, 1984). Among the various primary gossip motives that have been

identified (Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012), group protection and prosocial

gossip play a key role in enforcing norms (Feinberg et al., 2012; Testori

et al., 2022). Seen from a goal framing perspective, the literature on gossip

motives remains somewhat ambivalent on the role of normative obligations as

the primary motive instigating a gossipmonger’s move to share third-party

information.

Invoking norms as a potential explanation for prosocial behavior implies that

individuals dowhat they do because they feel that this is the right thing to do. This

is usually strengthened by the belief that the members of their society or group

consider the related behavior as the “normatively correct” one in a given situation

(Bicchieri, 2017; House et al., 2020). If this normative goal frame is salient it may

either trigger or temper the tendency to gossip. Moral outrage about antisocial

behavior indeed has often been found to be a trigger of gossiping (Boehm, 2019),

suggesting a salient normative mindset as the cognitive-motivational basis. But

solidarity norms and the related salience of the normative goal frame may also

inhibit the inclination to gossip, for example, in situations in which the potential

gossip sender and the object have a strong personal bond. In such cases, strong

solidarity norms that usually govern affective interdependence are likely to

temper the inclination to gossip, even in the face of some norm violation: you

do not talk behind the backs of your closest friends, even if this might yield you

some benefit or because it might be fun (Giardini & Wittek, 2019b). Relatedly,

network closure may strengthen the tendency to follow conversational conven-

tions resulting in echoing redundant third-party information rather than sharing

new, potentially damaging gossip (Burt, 2001). As in-depth studies of how gossip

episodes unfold indeed show, before disclosing the sensitive content, potential

gossip senders first “test the terrain” with regard to a potential receiver’s
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receptivity for such evaluative information, and they proceed only if the receiver

signals openness to it (Eder & Enke, 1991).

Finally, as outlined in our discussion of the model introduced by Lee and

Barnes (2021), it is not only potential senders’ salient goal frames that matter to

explain under which conditions gossip will or will not be shared. Also, the

receiver’s mindset plays an important role: receivers’ reactions will be coopera-

tive if they believe the senders’ gossiping aligns with norms of trustworthiness.

Put differently: gossip’s reputation effects on cooperation will be strongest

in situations where the normative goal frame is salient for all three parties of

the gossip triad.

4 Gossip: Antecedents and Consequences for Reputation
and Cooperation

According to a widely shared perspective, reputation-based gossip provided

a key social mechanism to sustain cooperation during large parts of human

evolution, and it did so most effectively in small group settings (Dunbar, 1997).

In the course of the centuries, this societal context has morphed into a complex,

technology-dependent, and globally networked environment. From an evolu-

tionary point of view, this raises the question whether – and if so, to what degree

and how – a mechanism that had evolved primarily as a social process regulat-

ing interactions between natural persons within bounded small-scale social

communities still plays a meaningful role in sustaining cooperation in complex

societies. If we follow the “standard model” of gossip and reputation, the

simplicity and robustness of the related mechanisms should also be highly

effective to sustain cooperation in contemporary society.

However, gossip’s capacity to have reputation effects crucially depends on

the normative goal frame being salient for those involved. This requires that the

strong a priori dominance of the hedonic and gain goal frames is tempered or

aligned with the normative goal frame. The present section discusses four types

of conditions that affect the salience of specific goal frames and therefore have

important repercussions on the prevalence of gossip and its ability to foster

cooperation: cultural beliefs, social structure, individual-level dispositions, and

situational conditions.

4.1 Cultures

Culture, or shared meaning, permeates any aspect of human society. The related

beliefs and expectations not only have a strong influence on how we expect

others to behave in different situations, but they also contribute to creating

shared norms and institutions (Heine, 2010). They also have been invoked to
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explain societal and group- or organization-level variations in the prevalence of

gossip and its beneficial or detrimental outcomes for groups and individuals. In

this section we investigate the specific cultural beliefs – both at the level of

society as a whole and at the level of organizations – under which a salient

normative goal frame may or may not lead to gossip and the related reputation

effects. Three types of cultural beliefs will be investigated in more detail:

collectivism vs. individualism, high vs. low trust, and strong vs. weak gossip

cultures.

4.1.1 Collectivist Cultures

The notion of a collectivist culture refers to a coherent set of beliefs stressing the

importance of the ingroup and interdependence. Collectivists prioritize the

goals of their ingroup over their personal goals, whereas individualists value

autonomy and independence (Triandis, 2001). Though traces of both collectiv-

ism and individualism can be found in every culture, and adherence to the

respective values and beliefs is a matter of degree and individual differences,

overall tendencies toward one cultural belief system or the other can be detected

at the aggregate level of populations. According to GFT, both collectivist and

individualist cultures influence a priori goal frame salience, but each comes

with different types of normative expectations. As a result, a straightforward

direct effect of the collectivism-individualism dimension on gossip is unlikely.

Yet, the claim that gossip is more likely in societies with collectivist, rather than

individualist, cultural beliefs and that it fosters ingroup cooperation at the

expense of cooperation with outgroups is probably the most influential claim

linking culture to the tendency to share third-party information (Greif, 1994).

The historical evidence supporting this claim was based on a comparison of the

business practices of the collectivist Maghribi and the individualist Genovese

long-distance traders of the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Merchants in both

communities faced the identical business challenge to find trustworthy agents

who would reliably handle their merchandise abroad. But the two communities

clearly differed on the collectivist-individualist dimension. One of the traits

distinguishing the two cultural belief systems is the expectation to share third-

party information with others in the community and to invest in collective

punishment. This tendency is assumed to be strong in collectivist cultures, and

indeed was a feature of the culture of Maghribi traders: each of them exchanged

letters with a large number of other Maghribi traders, relating their own and

others’ experiences with agents. The opposite was the case for their Genovese

counterparts, who had a reputation for their strong individualist orientation,

which translated, among others, in being “jealous of their business secrets.”
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Because they could rely on the gossip about trustworthy and untrustworthy

agents shared by other merchants in their letters, Maghribi would hire exclu-

sively agents from the Maghribi community. In contrast, lacking such a reliable

source of information, Genovese would also hire non-Genovese as agents, for

example, the traders native to the area of destination. With cooperative business

transactions in collectivistic cultures being restricted to their own community,

segregated patterns are the result. In contrast, individualist cultures favor

integration across different economic and social communities, but lack the self-

enforcing powers of collective punishment that forms the core of collectivistic

communities. In sum, if we follow Greif’s argument, individualist beliefs and

the related relative lack of a culture of gossiping may have laid the foundation

for sustained intergroup cooperation, whereas collectivist beliefs and their

emphasis on information sharing sustained ingroup cooperation but at the

expense of cooperation with outgroups.

Greif’s claim is based on an investigation of a very specific case, two

different Medieval communities of long-distance traders, who had to solve

a very specific principal–agent problem. The question is whether the postulated

causal chain between culture (collectivism vs. individualism), gossip, and

sustained in- vs. outgroup cooperation indeed can also be generalized to con-

temporary society and to a broader range of settings such as communities and

organizations (Huff & Kelley, 2003). It is evident that a straightforward gener-

alization of this specific historical case to other contexts is problematic, not at

least because the kind of “gossip” involved actually consists of written

exchange of business information. This makes the social context markedly

different from the face-to-face exchange of third-party information that usually

characterizes gossip episodes.

In fact, the handful of studies exploring at least parts of this equation cast

doubt on this claim. In line with GFT, the discovered patterns suggest that the

underlying mechanisms are less straightforward than the original hypothesis

proposed. Goal framing theory suggests that embeddedness in a specific cultural

belief system raises the a priori salience of the specific goal frames this cultural

system prioritizes. For example, a collectivist belief system attaches higher

value on sacrificing personal goals for the benefit of one’s ingroup, raising the

salience of ingroup support norms and decreasing the salience of the personal

gain motive. But GFT also suggests that since situational variations strongly

contribute to shifting the salience of goal frames, it is key to analyze the

interplay between the cultural context and the degree to which individuals

follow it on the one hand, and situation-specific cues on the other hand.

Situational cues, if strong enough, may push the salient cultural mindset into

the cognitive background. Goal framing theory predicts that direct effects of

33The Evolution of Reputation-Based Cooperation

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
10

09
21

75
21

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009217521


general cultural beliefs on gossip and cooperation are likely to be weak at best,

and that the strength of their effect depends on whether the specific situational

cues are aligned or at odds with the goal frames prioritized by the cultural belief

system (see also the discussion on situations later in this section). One specific

GFT prediction along this line is that for individuals holding collectivist beliefs,

strong situational hedonic cues can increase an individual’s tendency to gossip

in two ways. First, they can push normative concerns that would normally

inhibit negative talk about one’s ingroup members into the cognitive back-

ground, thereby also triggering gossip about ingroup members. Second, they

may exacerbate negative feelings toward outgroups, thereby fostering gossip

about outgroup members.

The strong effect of hedonic situational cues on gossiping indeed becomes

evident in an empirical study investigating how the interplay between individ-

ual collectivist beliefs and organizational stressors such as time stress affect

employees’ inclination to engage in gossip about colleagues and the repercus-

sions this has for individual performance (De Clercq et al., 2019). Statistical

analysis of data from a longitudinal survey among 198 members (10 percent of

whom were women) of 10 organizations in Pakistan showed that gossiping as

a reaction to perceived time stress was significantly more likely for individuals

holding strong collectivist beliefs than for employees holding individualist

beliefs (De Clercq et al., 2019). Furthermore, gossip was found to mediate the

negative impact of time stress on supervisor-rated job performance because it

consumes precious working time. As predicted by GFT, the urge to vent one’s

frustrations about work stress by gossiping reflects the process in which

a grievance provides a situational cue that pushes the hedonic goal frame into

the cognitive foreground. The felt desire to derogate colleagues whose short-

comings allegedly contribute to work stress is exacerbated by the normative

expectations that come with a collectivistic orientation: “We argue, then, that

employees with a strong collectivistic orientation might enjoy spreading nega-

tive rumors about others in the organization when they suffer from time-related

work stress, because doing so appears to be an acceptable, desirable response”

(De Clercq et al., 2019, p. 6). According to the authors of the study, given

collectivism’s emphasis on the primacy of the ingroup, gossip targets are likely

to be colleagues outside the direct inner circle of one’s immediate work envir-

onment, an assumption their study could not test.

Overall, as our analyses of selected studies revealed, there is little evidence

that the influential collectivism breeds gossip hypothesis also holds in contem-

porary settings. The strength of a cultural belief system does affect gossip and

cooperation, but as predicted by GFT, its effects strongly depend on situational

differences.
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4.1.2 Trust Cultures

Shared cultural beliefs about the trustworthiness of others are a second import-

ant dimension affecting gossiping and cooperation. GFT predicts that the

salience of trust and fairness norms temper the gain and hedonic mindsets that

otherwise might undermine intelligent effort and cooperation. This argument

also is in line with earlier research showing the importance of organizational

cultures in general, and of high-trust vs. low-trust organizational cultures in

particular.

Focusing on the link between gossip and cultural beliefs at the level of

(work groups in) modern formal organizations, Kniffin and Wilson (2010)

proposed what can be described as a dual contingency gossip hypothesis.

Using an evolutionary multilevel selection framework and comparing avail-

able qualitative evidence from a ranching community, a rowing team, and

work teams in an airport unit of a multinational airline, they argued that gossip

indeed can have similar group-serving consequences, but only if two condi-

tions are met: rewards need to be distributed on the basis of group-level

performance, and the related rules and conventions governing the distribution

of rewards need to be perceived as fair. In such settings, group members have

an interest to mutually monitor each other and to share gossip about those

whose actions hurt joint production.

Another study (De Clercq, 2022) reveals that “high-trust” organizational

cultures inhibit gossiping as a reaction on norm violations. Organizational

settings that are perceived as high-trust cultures temper the salience of the

hedonic goal frame and strengthen the salience of the normative goal frame.

The study shows how specific intra-organizational cultural beliefs may inhibit

the tendency to gossip even in the face of quite severe norm violations in the

form of antisocial behavior, that is, bullying at the workplace. Bullying is “an

inappropriate but pervasive form of adverse workplace interaction, reflecting

sustained efforts by organizational members to harass, attack, or isolate other

employees” (De Clercq, 2022). As such, it reflects the kind of deviant behavior

that, according to theories of gossip that stress its role as a mechanism of social

control, would instigate the victim to retaliate by sanctioning the transgressor,

with the spread of negative gossip being one of the potential reactions. This was

the core hypothesis of a recent cross-sectional survey study, carried out among

350 Canadian-based employees working full-time in the religious sector (i.e.,

churches, charities, community organizations, schools) (De Clercq, 2022). The

study indeed found statistical evidence for the postulated effect. But it is its

other insights that make it particularly relevant for our analysis. A core claim

and finding of the study is that there are at least four conditions tempering
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a victim’s propensity to gossip as a result of being bullied: their religiosity,

innovation propensity, experienced meaningfulness of work, and trust in top

management. From a goal framing perspective, at least two of these four

moderators reflect sources strengthening the salience of an employees’ norma-

tive goal frame in adverse situations.

First, the fact that the study was conducted in religious organizations allows

specifying the content of the norms, given the clear expectations, core to most

religions, to refrain from all forms of (indirect) aggression: “religiosity could

render employees more forgiving of disrespectful treatment from bullies, as

well as support their willingness to consider reasons some colleagues might

behave in this way” (De Clercq, 2022, p. 4). Hence, compared to less-religious

employees, for highly religious ones, the normative expectations related to their

faith were salient and more chronically activated.

Second, as discussed in the previous section, trust is inherently based on

expectations concerning norms of solidarity and reciprocity, again pointing to

a salient normative goal frame buffering the victim’s inclination to retaliate with

negative gossip as a way to release their frustration.

In sum, a victim’s inclination – driven by the hedonic motive to “release their

negative energy and feel better about themselves again” (De Clercq, 2022,

p. 4) – to spread negative gossip about their bullies is significantly suppressed

where context-specific beliefs in the trustworthiness of management and the felt

obligation to follow religious norms of non-escalation are salient.

Because the study used self-ratings as measures and did not collect longitu-

dinal data, the correlational findings do not allow us to draw conclusions about

causality. In fact, we cannot exclude that being bullied is the result of a victim’s

previous gossiping. Nevertheless, the study’s assumptions and findings nicely

illustrate one of our main arguments, according to which an individual’s

inclination to gossip may be buffered far more often than one would expect

based on most theoretical accounts, and that the related mechanisms leading to

this restraint follow directly from goal framing mechanisms.

4.1.3 Gossip Cultures

Social contexts, and in particular organizational cultures, can also differ with

regard to how prevalent their members believe gossip to be. Settings in which

the involved individuals assume that gossip is widespread (“everyone con-

stantly gossips about everyone else”) represent strong gossip cultures. GFT

predicts that the perception that most members will gossip about norm viola-

tions pushes the hedonic goal frame into the cognitive background. This will

reduce the tendency to shirk because individuals expect to be closely monitored

36 Applied Evolutionary Science

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
10

09
21

75
21

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009217521


by other members of the organization. This awareness, in turn, will increase the

salience of the normative goal frame, because knowledge of and compliance

with workplace rules and norms are a precondition for avoiding to be gossiped

about. (This makes following norms a matter of expediency rather than a matter

of normative obligation.) At the same time, gossip cultures also strengthen the

motive to avoid future losses, for example in the form of scorn, disapproval, or

withholding of support, thereby increasing the salience of the gain goal frame.

Hence, strong gossip cultures strengthen and align the content of the gain and

the normative goal frames – “work hard to meet expectations and to avoid

potential losses” – implying that it does not matter much which of them is

currently in the cognitive foreground.

Investigating the link between gossip prevalence, perceived performance

pressure, and psychological well-being, a recent multi-study paper shows that

gossip cultures may indeed increase performance, but decrease cooperation

sustainability and subjective psychological well-being (Tan et al., 2021). The

three different datasets suggest and provide consistent empirical evidence for

a complex causal model. It consists of two core predictions. The first one is that

employees who believe that the members of their organization frequently share

gossip also experience higher levels of performance pressure, which in turn

causes them to improve their performance. This effect holds if they assume the

gossiping to be mainly negative: perceived positive-gossip prevalence has

a much weaker effect on performance pressure. The second prediction states

that perceptions of high work-related gossip prevalence decrease employee

psychological well-being. The implications of these studies are particularly

relevant for our evolutionary goal framing approach to gossip and reputation,

because they illustrate how the perception of one’s social environment as

a “gossip culture” can align all three goal frames.

A first implication, related to perceived negative gossip prevalence

decreasing psychological well-being, is that experiencing one’s work envir-

onment as “gossipy” clearly tempers the hedonic goal frame. This effect

sheds light on an important interplay between the hedonic goal frame and

the position one occupies in a gossip triad. As we argued earlier in line with

Dunbar, participating in the act of sharing gossip as sender or receiver may

be triggered by and reinforce the salience of the hedonic goal frame in this

particular situation. But as this study suggests, where these situational

experiences reflect a pattern that is considered as characteristic for the

organization, they are likely to also activate another psychological mechan-

ism, with a more persistent and negative impact on employee well-being.

According to the authors, perceived gossip prevalence decreases well-being

“due to employees’ attentiveness towards the constant monitoring and
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evaluation by their co-workers, as well as employees’ inability to build

strong emotional connections, or trusting relationships, with their co-

workers” (Tan et al., 2021, p. 423). Knowing that one works in a setting

in which everyone constantly gossips about everybody else signals that your

colleagues are constantly also watching and talking about you. The negative

consequences of being monitored on stress are well documented (Aiello &

Kolb, 1995; Davidson & Henderson, 2000). Evidence on other primates also

suggests a negative correlation between social monitoring and serotonin

levels (Summers et al., 2005; Weinberg-Wolf & Chang, 2019).

A second implication, related to perceived negative-gossip prevalence fos-

tering the experience of work pressure, is that such an organizational gossip

culture simultaneously also strengthens the salience of a performance-related

normative goal frame and the gain goal frame to preserve or increase one’s

reputation and work-related resources (or avoid their loss or decline). Knowing

that one may easily become the object of gossip raises the awareness that others

are constantly evaluating (the quality of) one’s work, that they may compare it

with the performance of others, and that all this may have repercussions on

one’s reputation with regard to compliance to professional rules (e.g., compe-

tence) and work effort norms (e.g., shirking, performance). A gossip culture and

the stress reactions that it elicits instigate safeguarding or improving one’s

reputation as a good worker and colleague and avoiding the negative evalu-

ations that may damage one’s reputation. Since the route to preserving one’s

reputation (a gain goal) runs through acting according to professional and

organizational rules and norms (a normative goal), gossip cultures have the

potential to sustain compliance with organizational goals, albeit at the expense

of personal psychological well-being.

4.2 Structures

Social structure refers to the patterned social arrangements governing the

relations between societal actors. In the course of human evolution, social

structures have increased in size and complexity and fluidity. This raises the

question to what degree reputation-based gossip mechanisms also hold in the

context of these more complex structural arrangements (Soeters & van Iterson,

2002). Whereas for the most part of human history, any interaction took place

between natural persons as subjects and objects of an exchange, individuals are

increasingly embedded in multiple and nested collectivities. From an evolution-

ary perspective, with social structures becoming increasingly interdependent

and complex, the mechanisms of coalitional computation (Kurzban et al., 2001)

will also become increasingly important. Coalitional computation refers to the
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fact that the cognitive machinery of the human mind evolved to detect coali-

tional alliances, to “discard ontogenetically long-standing coalitional categor-

izations in favor of novel ones” (Kurzban et al., 2001), and accordingly switch

commitments to new alliances where this yields higher fitness. It implies that

humans are sensitive to cues predicting (shifting) individual allegiances.

In the gossip literature, organizations have always been the “natural” testbed

for theories of gossip. The organizational environment is, in this respect, unique

because it provides a set of clear-cut relationships, roles, and processes that

make the gossip process more traceable for scholars who want to test specific

hypotheses. Organizations are usually structured around task interdependen-

cies, which come with processes that favor the development of workplace

gossip (small-scale interactions, intimacy, clear expectations and norms)

(Beersma et al., 2019). Formal organizations create special contexts for cooper-

ation, in that they come with a purpose for joint production, have predefined

hierarchies, and usually involve some kind of reward in exchange for effort of

its members. Gossip studies investigated the influence of dependence (espe-

cially in power and status hierarchies) and interdependence (task, friendship,

and trust) relationships. Current research features influential social-structural

explanations of gossip and cooperation that were originally developed for and

investigated mainly in small close-knit (rural) communities (Scott, 2008b). The

question is whether the gossip mechanisms of mutual monitoring and social

control as they were found to sustain cooperation in small-scale communities

also do so in such formal organizational settings.

4.2.1 Dependence Structures

Dependence can takemany forms. An important one is power based on functional

dependence. Its most visible examples are formal hierarchies in which higher-

level positions have the formal right to take and implement decisions that have

consequences for those lower in the hierarchy. But power relations based on

functional dependence can also emerge among equals. For example, individuals

may acquire higher status and prestige because they have skills or resources that

are highly valued in a setting and in scarce supply.Where professional expertise is

scarce, advice from the more knowledgeable becomes precious and tends to be

reciprocated by deference and respect (Agneessens &Wittek, 2012; Blau, 1963).

Both situations create power imbalances, with power being defined as the inverse

of dependence (Emerson, 1962). Dependence can also have cognitive-affective

sources, such as reliance on socio-emotional support.

An influential argument draws a straightforward connection between joint

dependence and gossiping. According to this weapon of the weak thesis

39The Evolution of Reputation-Based Cooperation

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
10

09
21

75
21

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009217521


(Scott, 2008a, 2018b), being jointly dependent on a powerful actor creates

a mutual interest to share information, and gossip and slander allow the

building and strengthening of protective coalitions among the weaker par-

ties. Gossip among equals in subordinate or marginal positions can be an

effective “everyday form of resistance” to destroy the reputation of more

powerful individuals because the gossipers, operating under the radar, can-

not be held accountable (Brison, 1992; Scott, 2008b; Wickham, 1998).

An implicit assumption in this argument is that occupying the same (subor-

dinate) position in the social structure is sufficient to create the mutual trust that

is necessary to engage in the potentially risky endeavor of exposing one’s

critical stance toward the powerful. Whereas this assumption may be justified

for the settings for which this hypothesis was developed – that is, small-scale

(rural) communities and their historically ingrained and stable patron–client

authority structures – GFT suggests that this may not hold in more complex

contemporary settings, because two conditions are likely to undermine the basis

for oppositional solidarity. First, functional and hierarchical differentiation is

higher, resulting in a multitude of positions and differential allegiances with

those in power. Second, group memberships tend to be less stable.

Functional dependence on the potential object of gossip, or interdependence

with potential gossip receivers and objects, strengthens the salience of the gain

goal frame (or the related focus on avoiding losses). Strong dependence comes

with the powerful party having many opportunities to cause severe damage to

the weaker parties. Awareness of such vulnerabilities and the externalities that

they may cause will shift the focus to the avoidance of potential futures losses,

and also fosters forward-looking, calculated moves geared to preserve one’s

own resources (Giardini &Wittek, 2019b). The deterring effect of such depend-

ence relations, therefore, is likely to inhibit taking risky moves, including

spreading negative evaluations about the powerful – unless solidarity and

trust relations with one’s peers happen to be strong enough to push the gain

goal frame into the background, thereby reducing the perceived risk of sharing

sensitive evaluations about the powerful. In sum, a goal framing perspective

suggests that strong joint dependencies on the powerful are likely to decrease

the likelihood of negative gossip where the level of trust in others (in particular

peers) is low and increase it where trust is high.

How such goal framing processes can affect gossip behavior in such depend-

ence relations is illustrated by two studies, situated at different levels of

analysis. Both show that the stronger the joint dependence on powerful actors,

and the lower the trust in others, the less likely the powerful will become the

object of gossip. The first study contrasts (changes in) the personal networks of

citizens of the former German Democratic Republic (GDR) (East Germany)
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with those of the Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) (Völker &

Flap, 2001). An important characteristic of the GDR’s “formal” structure was

the power of itsMinistry for State Security, which in its heydays employedmore

than 90,000 “regular” civil servants and, during its whole period of existence

more than 620,000 “unofficial” collaborators (also called “secret informers”

until 1968). The latter were not formally “employed” by the ministry, operated

undercover, and reported about the behavior of citizens in their direct personal

environments, such as neighbors, friends, colleagues, but also family members.

The major purpose of this web of informants was to identify citizens with

“subversive” attitudes and intentions. Being under suspicion could have severe

consequences for the respective citizens and their families, such as losing career

opportunities.

The web of unofficial collaborators covered all societal domains and had

become the major pillar of the rule by the Socialist Party. The power of the

Ministry for State Security, as well as the widespread presence of undercover

informants was well known in the general population of the GDR, and it had

a major impact on the patterns of personal relations and gossip behavior. With

an average of eleven contacts, personal networks of East Germans in 1989 were

surprisingly small – similar studies in the Netherlands and the United States

revealed personal networks of almost double this size. Two segregated social

circles constituted the social-capital base of citizens of the former GDR: the

members of the “niche,” and those forming the provision network. The net-

works were segregated in the sense that what was exchanged in one network

would not be exchanged in the other. The niche was built on a small number of

contacts (2.6 on average, with a standard deviation of 1.6) with whom one

discussed political matters. The relations were characterized by very strong

interpersonal trust. Niches were very dense, “remarkably close, multiplex,

characterized by repeated transactions and with high educational and occupa-

tional similarity” (Völker & Flap, 2001, p. 423). In contrast, the provision

network was built around weak, uniplex ties to people who could help with

the provision of scarce items. These network patterns reflect citizens’ efforts to

“avoid the adverse effects of institutional conditions” (Völker & Flap, 2001,

p. 423). Sensitive information about third parties (bosses, politicians) was

shared only in the niche.

The relative impact that the formal power structure of a political regime and

the related cultural beliefs exerted on citizens’ communication behavior

becomes even more visible when analyzing the networks after the fall of the

wall in 1994. More than a third of niche relations became weaker, and most of

them decreased in multiplicity. Moreover, whereas niche relations were still

strongly based on talking about politics, this was no longer systematically
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linked to also sharing personal matters –which before the revolution was crucial

to establish the mutual trust that it takes to engage in risky discussions.

This comparison of the institutional effects on social relations and the related

patterns of communication, including sharing sensitive third-party information,

again shows that gossiping as a potential tool of social control might be a far less

widespread and effective “weapon of the weak” than previous theorizing

suggests. In the case of the former GDR at least, gossip exchanges about

sensitive political or professional contacts likely were restricted to an average

of three to five trusted and very close contacts who often also tended to be part of

a densely knit clique. Whatever inclination they might have felt to vent their

grievances about wrongdoings of specific others, the salient concern to preserve

their resources and avoid sanctions for the members of their social circle might

have kept citizens of the GDR from openly and widely damaging the reputations

of others.

The second study also illustrates that sharing gossip about the powerful is

also not an automatism in organizations, as becomes evident in a sociometric

survey carried out among the employees of a medium-sized Dutch nonprofit

child care organization. It assessed to what degree two types of trust affected the

inclination to talk about the boss: generalized trust in management and in one’s

colleagues, and interpersonal trust relationships with one’s direct supervisor

and with one’s colleagues. One part of the study collected information about the

informal social relations among employees at two sites (“Blue” and “Orange”)

of the organization. The sites were identical in terms of hierarchical structure

tasks and number of employees. Both settings’ informal structure showed

notable similarities in several respects: each employee had an average number

of ten friendly relations and mentioned about 2.5 gossip partners. At the group

level, both sites exhibit similar densities of friendship and gossip networks and

similar average ratings for the quality of the relation with the site manager, and

all but one of the twenty-nine respondents at each site indicated that they are

involved in gossip. Given these similarities, the three main differences in the

informal social structures of the two sites are even more striking.

First, at the Blue Site, more than half of all gossip content was negative,

compared to 12 percent at the Orange Site. Moreover, whereas only a little more

than 1 percent of gossip was positive at the Blue Site; this figure climbed to

28 percent at the Orange Site. Second, there was a stunning difference in the

frequency and structure of communication ties. Whereas the average number of

frequently (three times or more) contacted colleagues per employee at the Blue

Site was about 10, this number was 23 at the Orange Site. The respective

densities of the communication networks were 0.33 at the Blue Site and 0.72

at the Orange Site. Third, there was a significant difference in the average
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frequency of contacts with the site manager, with the manager at the Blue Site,

where negative gossip prevailed, having more communication ties than the

manager at the Orange Site.

The findings point to the importance of disentangling different dimensions of

the informal structure, given that the social mechanisms triggered by interpersonal

trust and communication relations are not the same. A particularly noteworthy

finding is that the incidence of negative gossip about the boss was lower in the

group where communication frequency and density was extraordinarily high. The

study hypothesized and found that negative gossip about the boss becomes much

more likely if generalized trust in management is low and if trust in colleagues is

high, with both conditions also mutually reinforcing each other. However, despite

the effect of low generalized trust in management on negative gossip about the

boss being smaller, high trust in colleagues was not a necessary precondition.

With the effect size of low generalized trust in management being more than

twice as large as generalized trust in colleagues, it can be concluded that distrust

in management is the main trigger for negative gossip about the boss. This effect

is further enhanced when contacts between employees are trusting and frequent.

But whereas low generalized trust in management turned out to be the strongest

predictor of negative gossip about the boss, the analysis also revealed that low

generalized trust in management did not systematically increase the likelihood

of gossiping about one’s own supervisor.

4.2.2 Coalition Structures

GFT predicts that coalition structures increase the likelihood of third-party

gossip. A coalition structure reflects a relational pattern in which two persons

are linked through a strong bond, and have a bad relationship with the same third

party or parties. Such triadic configurations represent the structural equivalent

of a strong ingroup–outgroup distinction. A strong bond will favor the tendency

to gossip about third parties disliked by both. In such cases, the absence of

a strong personal tie with the third party reduces the normative obligations that

would temper the inclination to damage their reputations. Gain and hedonic

concerns may take over when sharing negative information about this person.

Another consequence of the joint occurrence of strong ingroup solidarity ties

and strong negative outgroup relations is that they align the three overarching

goal frames to the detriment of cooperation with the outgroup: gossiping about

outgroup members not only strengthens the hedonic goal frame, it also

reinforces ingroup solidarity norms, and the related vigilance to potential third-

party threats to the ingroup may preserve or even increase the resource base of

the ingroup, thereby also activating the gain frame.
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A social network study carried out among 220 employees of 6 organizations and

among 104 students of 6 classes of a Dutch business school revealed striking

similarities in the triadic social structures favoring the tendency to gossip (Wittek

& Wielers, 1998). The analyses revealed that in all twelve units (departments and

classes), coalition structures were themain predictor for the tendency to gossip. The

detection of this coalition effect is particularly important because two other triadic

structures that could provide plausible alternative explanations did not show sig-

nificant associations with the tendency to gossip. One of them is triadic closure, that

is, all three individuals in the triad being connected through a strong interpersonal

relationship. The other one is the classical brokerage relationship, with the broker

having close ties to two other individuals who are not connected. Neither cohesive

nor brokerage structures had a significant effect on the inclination to gossip.

The strong effect of coalition structures also aligns with insights on the

evolutionary importance of coalitional computation for human cooperation as

it was introduced above (Kurzban et al., 2001).

4.2.3 Cohesive Structures

GFT’s predictions are at odds with one of the core claims linking social structure

to gossip and cooperation; that is, that negative gossip flourishes in strong

personal relations and close-knit networks (Borgatti & Foster, 2003). This argu-

ment suggests that the strength of personal relations is usually grounded in

cognitive-affective interdependence – such as friendship or strong interpersonal

trust relations. Given the potential risks associated with leaking gossip, the high

level of trust and solidarity that comes with this kind of interdependence ensures

discretion. Furthermore, gossip becomes an effective instrument of social control

in particular in small-scale communities whose members are closely knit together

through such webs of interdependence, because such structures allow for mutual

monitoring (Coleman, 1990; Elias & Scotson, 1994; Ellickson, 2009).

GFT argues that, if hedonic motives are indeed the default trigger for

gossiping, then it is likely that individuals are also willing to engage in gossip-

ing with individuals with whom they might not (yet) have a close interpersonal

trust relationship (and of course they may calibrate the content and severity of

the evaluations accordingly). Second, since close interpersonal trust relations

also come with solidarity norms (prescribing to avoid damaging the other) and

remedial norms (prescribing not to talk behind the back of a close relation), it is

unlikely that friends will badmouth a third party whom both would consider

a close friend (Giardini & Wittek, 2019b). Hence, close-knit social structures

strengthen the normative goal frame, pushing the hedonic goal frame into the

background and thereby tempering the inclination to gossip about each other.
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Much available evidence indeed shows a substantial correlation between the

strength of a relation and the exchange of gossip, thereby lending some support to

the original proposition that closeness breeds gossip. But this does not imply that

people gossip only with friends. Friendship or strong interpersonal trust is not

a precondition for gossiping. This is the conclusion of a longitudinal network

study on the role that gossip plays in the emergence of friendship and interper-

sonal trust and vice versa (Ellwardt et al., 2012). Employees of three departments

of a Dutch childcare organization were followed over a period of one and a half

years. During three measurement waves, employees provided detailed sociomet-

ric information about their interpersonal trust relations in the department, but also

with whom they gossiped.Whereas having a friendship relation indeed increased

the likelihood of gossiping, gossip between two unrelated individuals increased

the likelihood of a friendship forming between them. However, individuals with

disproportionately high gossip activity had fewer friends in the network, suggest-

ing that the use of gossiping to attract friends has a limit. Hence, closeness indeed

is not a necessary condition for gossiping, as predicted by GFT.

Sharing potentially sensitive third-party information not onlymay comewith the

warm glow involved in personal bonding, but it also has a strong relational

signaling effect: it makes the gossip sender vulnerable because the receiver may

leak the information, and it also reveals information about the senders’ position in

their social network. At the same time, sharing gossip functions as the sender’s

sounding device: should the gossip become known to others, this demonstrates that

the receiver is not trustworthy. This signalingmechanism rests on two assumptions.

The first one is that the sender is likely to calibrate the sensitivity of the shared

information depending on the phase of the relationship, starting with relatively

harmless information. Second, the relative potential damage of sharing low-level

gossip with an acquaintance is much lower than the potential damage that can be

inflicted upon us by somebody with whom we have a long-standing strong

relationship (and who therefore has far more knowledge about us and our deeds).

The fine-grained relational information of this study shows that receiving

gossip from specific others can be interpreted as a signal of trust and the

intention to build and intensify a personal relationship. In this case, it increases

the salience of the normative goal frame of the receiver, thereby fostering

cognitive-affective interdependence.

4.3 Dispositions

Although GFT predicts that the three goal frames differ in their a priori strength,

with the normative goal frame having the lowest a priori salience and the

hedonic goal frame the highest, the related saliences differ across individuals.
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People differ in terms of individual-level dispositions, that is, constellations of

relatively stable personality traits that influence a person’s behavior such that it

remains consistent across different situations. Such interindividual variations in

dispositions can have evolutionary advantages (Wilson, 1998).

Depending on the kind of individual disposition, it may make somebody, on

average, more or less prone to pursue hedonic, gain, or normative goals. That is,

an individual disposition may raise or lower the relative a priori salience of

a specific goal frame. As a result, contextual or situational cues may be less

influential in affecting the salience of an individual’s goal frames.

4.3.1 Social Value Orientations

Individuals can be distinguished based on their social value orientation

(Murphy et al., 2011; Van Lange, 1999), meaning that there are four different

categories of people: altruists, prosocials, individualists, and competitors. This

typology reflects the idea that individuals may fundamentally differ with regard

to whose payoffs they tend to maximize in dealings with others, independently

of the setting in which they find themselves. Competitors go for getting the most

out of a situation for themselves and at the same time reducing the potential

benefits that their exchange partners may acquire. Individualists try to increase

their own benefits, but don’t care about payoffs of the partner. Prosocials are

motivated by increasing the benefits for themselves and for others. Finally,

altruists are keen to improve the situation of others at their, the altruists’,

expense. Hence, whereas the same situational cue may immediately trigger

a frame switch from, say, a salient gain to a salient normative goal frame in

individuals with a prosocial disposition, this may not be the case or take much

longer for individuals with a competitive disposition.

The effect of social value orientation on the a priori salience of goal frames is

nicely illustrated by an experimental study on the interplay between a proself vs.

prosocial orientation, an individual’s power, and gossip (Jeuken et al., 2015). Two

findings are particularly relevant in the context of our argument. First, if in

a position of power, prosocials are less likely to gossip, whereas proselfs are

more likely to do so (Jeuken et al., 2015). The prosocial disposition tempers both

the hedonic and the gain goal frame that usually is a correlate of occupying power

positions, whereas the proself disposition exacerbates them. If in a position of low

power, an individual’s tendency to gossip depends on the other party’s social

value orientation: low-power individuals were more likely to engage in gossiping

vis-a-vis high-power counterparts with a competitive orientation than vis-a-vis

high-power counterparts with a prosocial orientation. This finding is particularly

instructive for understanding goal framing processes. It suggests that behavioral
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cues signaling the salience of either a gain or a normative goal frame have a strong

impact on the salience of the respective goal frames of interaction partners. The

influence of other people’s behavior may even outweigh the effect of their

stronger structural position.

4.3.2 Primary and Secondary Psychopathy

Another class of individual dispositions is captured by the so-called Dark Triad. It

consists of what scholars call primary and secondary psychopathy, narcissism and

Machiavellianism. A study investigated how scoring high on these traits influences

the motivations to gossip (Lyons & Hughes, 2015). Dark Triad dispositions have

been argued to be evolutionarily adaptive cheater strategies in contexts where the

related manipulative strategies are difficult to detect. The study consisted of an

online survey among 372 participants, of which 76 were men. Four different gossip

motives were distinguished: information gathering, social enjoyment, negative

influence, and group protection. Each of these dimensions was measured with

a set of statements. For each of these statements, respondents were asked to what

degree they agreed having engaged in the respective behavior in the past. For

example: “For me a reason to instigate this conversation was [to damage the

reputation of the person we talked about], or [to protect the person I was talking

with against the person we were talking about].” This measurement allows one to

disentangle gossip that is mainly driven by hedonic motives (“social enjoyment”)

from gossip rooted in gain or normative motives (“negative influence,” “group

protection”). The findings showed that all Dark Triad dispositions have

a significant and positive effect on negative influence gossip, and no systematic

association with information gathering gossip. Social enjoyment and group protec-

tion gossip was practiced by individuals scoring high on narcissism and (primary)

psychopathy – but not byMachiavellians. Another important finding is the positive

association between secondary psychopathy and group protection gossip.

According to the authors, this reflects earlier findings according to which individ-

uals with this trait “have other-oriented emotions intact, especially with regards to

peoplewho are considered as ingroupmembers” (Lyons&Hughes, 2015, p. 2), and

“can be induced to feel concern towards ingroup members” (p. 2). This makes

social-protection gossip an effective tool for Machiavellians to elicit cooperation

from others. Another online survey (Hartung et al., 2019), which was interested in

whether the link between dark triad dispositions and the six gossip motives differed

between private and work settings, further refines these insights. In work settings,

Machiavellianism was the only Dark Triad disposition systematically associated

with negative influence gossip, whereas it was the sole predictor of information

gathering and protection gossip.
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Taken together, these patterns suggest that there is at least one distinct

personality type, Machiavellians, whose gossiping interventions are driven

almost exclusively by a salient gain goal frame, and for whom neither

normative nor hedonic motives play an important role when discussing

evaluative information about third parties. They may also be the ones

whose gossiping behaviors may be least subject to variations in the

institutional environments or situations, whereas this is likely to be the

case for individuals scoring high on secondary psychopathology traits. For

a discussion positioning Machiavellianism in evolutionary biology and

personality psychology, see Wilson et al. (1996).

In sum, variations in individual dispositions are likely to result in inter-

individual differences in the a priori salience of the three overarching goal

frames and will therefore also impact gossip behavior. According to GFT,

frame switches from gain to normative may “happen” even to individuals

with a strongly competitive disposition, as the reverse may be the case for

individuals with a strong prosocial disposition. Individuals can differ in

terms of how inclined they are, on average, toward hedonic, gain, or

normative behavior. But GFT also suggests that these orientations are not

immutable and may eventually switch. When such switches will occur

depends on the kind and constellation of cues that individuals experience

in a given situation.

4.4 Situations

For human-motivated cognition, there is an important distinction to be made

between contextual and situational factors. Though both are interrelated, are

often used interchangeably, and jointly define the “situatedness” (Rehm et al.,

2003) of behavior, they are not the same. Disentangling variations

in situatedness and the interplay between context and situation is key to GFT.

Situations can provide very strong cues triggering frame switches and changes

in behavior. These cuesmay override individual dispositions, but also beliefs or

preferences rooted in the respective institutional or cultural contexts. Despite

the well-documented power of situational cues to overrule even strong context-

ual (institutional) constraints, surprisingly little effort has been made to disen-

tangle the two, both theoretically and empirically. This certainly holds for

research on gossip, where lumping contextual and situational conditions may

lead to misinterpretations. Given GFT’s strong emphasis on the impact of

situational variations, it is worthwhile to explore some examples that allow us

to disentangle the related dynamics in some more detail. Two aspects of

situations are particularly relevant as antecedents to gossip because of their
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effect on the salience of particular goal frames: the perceived severity of a norm

violation and its signaling character.

4.4.1 Severity of Norm Violations

The notion of situational strength captures the range of behaviors that are

considered as appropriate in a given situation (Gelfand & Lun, 2013).

Situations that are perceived as strong come with a restricted range of accept-

able behaviors, and they leave less room for individual discretion with regard to

how to react to violations of these expectations. This means that strong situ-

ations strengthen the salience of the normative goal frame. Hence, they

reinforce both the shared cultural expectations about what kind of behavior is

appropriate or not appropriate, and how one should respond to such behavior.

Evidence shows that when evaluating (norm violating) behavior of others,

situational strength matters more for collectivist cultures than for individualist

cultures (Choi & Nisbett, 1998; Morris & Peng, 1994). Collectivist beliefs

strengthen the a priori salience of the normative goal frame prescribing strong

direct sanctions against norm violators (second-order cooperation). This mech-

anism may explain the unexpected negative correlation between collectivistic

cultural beliefs and perceived gossip appropriateness as an informal sanction, as

it was detected by Eriksson et al. (2021). Their research was based on a cross-

national scenario study among a convenience sample of 22,863 students in 57

countries (Eriksson et al., 2021). Respondents were presented with ten different

situations describing different types of norm violations, from neglecting a norm

requiring contributions to a common resource, to violations of “meta-norms,”

such as physical aggression as an overreaction to a verbal insult. Respondents

rated the degree of (in)appropriateness of each norm violation, as well as the

appropriateness of four types of reactions to such norm violations: verbal

confrontations, gossip, social ostracism (avoiding the norm violator in the

future), and nonaction. Statistical analyses show that the more severe someone

perceives a norm violation, the less doing nothing is considered as legitimate

and the more direct verbal confrontation is valued as a reaction. This was

followed by gossip and social ostracism. Eriksson et al. (2021) see this pattern

as an indicator of a cultural universal: the more severe a norm violation is

perceived to be, the more likely it is that one or more of these three reactions are

used to informally sanction the transgressor. This holds both for violations of

cooperation norms as for uncivil behavior.

According to Eriksson et al. (2021), one of the most intriguing unexpected

findings of their study is that appropriateness ratings of gossip were higher in

countries with strong individualist belief systems (and lower in countries with
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collectivist belief systems). This finding poses a puzzle given earlier claims that

gossip is less likely in individualist than in collectivist cultures. In their discus-

sion of the unexpected finding, Eriksson and colleagues ponder that it may be

related to which kinds of behavior a culture considers to be a “punishment.” An

important difference between gossip and other strategies is that the former

involves interaction with other persons than the norm violator, whereas con-

frontation (physical and verbal sanctions) does not. In contrast, active avoid-

ance (social ostracism) involves behavior related to how one interacts with the

norm violator. Such direct sanctions might therefore be perceived as stronger

and more effective, and in turn may be considered as more appropriate reactions

for severe norm violations. If this assumption holds and collectivist or tight

cultures also tend to be less forgiving toward norm violations than members of

individualist or loose cultures, then it follows that in these cultures we find

a positive association with direct sanctions and a negative correlation with

gossip. The significant negative correlation between “cultural tightness” and

gossip that the study also found is in line with this interpretation.

4.4.2 Signaling Value of Norm Violations

Norm violations may not only differ in terms of their perceived severity. They

may also vary with regard to their meaning, or what they signal about the

(changing) salience of the normative goal frame of the transgressor.

According to GFT, how individuals react to norm violations depends on

whether the norm violators’ behavior, in the eyes of others, signals

a declining general motivation to comply with the solidarity norms holding

for the (work) group, or whether they should be seen as a mishap, that is, that the

breach was not intentional (Lindenberg, 2002). An important implication of this

claim is that individuals may show strong negative reactions to relatively minor

norm violations, and they may show relatively mild reactions to major infrac-

tions. This proposition was tested in a study among nineteen members of

a management team of a paper factory (Wittek, 2013). Each member was

presented with eight vignettes, each describing a different norm violation by

a colleague. Descriptions systematically varied with regard to the frequency

(whether the norm violation happened only once, that is, it was unique, or had

already recurred several times), and scope (whether it affected only one col-

league or the whole group). The severity of the norm violation was assessed by

letting respondents rank the eight situations in this dimension. Participants

could rate for each situation how appropriate they considered each of twelve

different types of (direct and indirect) informal reactions. An important finding

was that gossiping, together with retaliation, ostracism, and doing nothing did
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not differ much in terms of the negative appropriateness scores they received. In

contrast, direct reactions were considered as appropriate. But what triggers the

use of sanctions that are generally considered as inappropriate? According to

GFT, behaviors that signal somebody’s low concern for the norms in place also

diminish the salience of the observers’ normative goal frame (Keizer et al.,

2008). If this reasoning holds, then the same type of norm violation should elicit

different kinds of reactions, depending on the alleged strength of the normative

mindset of the violator. This is exactly what the study found, using the fre-

quency of the violation of the same norm by the same person as an indicator that

may signal the violator’s waning normative commitment. Statistical analyses

(carried out on 152 “sanctioning decisions” nested in eight situations and 19

managers) showed that the frequency of norm violations was the only predictor

that had a significant and very strong positive effect on indirect sanctions and

hence gossiping. The finding is particularly noteworthy because neither the

perceived severity of the norm violation nor its scope (i.e., whether it had

negative repercussions only on one team member or affected the whole team

or factory) was systematically related to indirect reactions to norm violations.

This implies that what triggers gossiping in this team was what the norm

violation signaled in terms of the salience of the normative mindset of who

committed it. It is not the severity of the infraction or its consequences.

The revealed pattern also has another implication. In the literature analyzing

the role of punishment in sustaining cooperation, gossip is generally perceived

as a low-threshold activity, cheap to administer and effective in its potential

outcomes (Ellickson, 2009; Guala, 2012). The findings reported here put this

interpretation into perspective, at least for the team under study. The common

reaction to norm violations is that the grievance is brought up openly, either

bilaterally or in a groupmeeting. In contrast, gossip and third-party involvement

appear such as a move of last resort, which will be used only if one has reason to

doubt the norm violators’ sustained commitment to comply with the group’s

professional and informal normative expectations. Finally, this study also illus-

trates that it is not only the goal frames of a potential gossip sender that matter,

but also how these potential gossip mongers assess the salience of the goal

frames of potential gossip targets.

4.5 Conclusions

This section applied a goal framing perspective to explain under which condi-

tions gossip has reputation effects on cooperation in modern societies. We

argued that for this to happen, gossip needs to be driven by a normative mindset.

We then elaborated on four sets of conditions that may affect goal frame
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salience: cultural beliefs, formal and informal structural arrangements, individ-

ual dispositions, and situational differences. In many cases, our goal framing

predictions suggest that previous theorizing needs to be refined; in other cases,

our goal framing predictions contradict established propositions.

With regard to culture, our goal framing approach casts doubts on the

collectivism breeds gossip argument. Instead, we show that existing evidence

on contemporary societies is much more in line with GFT’s prediction of

a negative correlation between collectivism and gossiping, with a strong mod-

erating role of situational differences: collectivist cultures favor direct rather

than indirect reactions to norm violations.

For structural explanations, GFTand the related evidence offer a more refined

view on the influential weapon of the weak and the cohesion breeds gossip

arguments. Gossip, of course, may be used as a weapon of the weak, but

occupying a subordinate position is not sufficient to instigate negative gossip

about higher-ups. Interpersonal trust is an important condition for this to

happen. In organizational settings, employees gossip about management in

particular if generalized trust in management is low. But employees are still

very reluctant to gossip about their own supervisor. Strong interpersonal trust

also breeds gossip about peers – but usually about third parties who are

distrusted by both the gossip sender and receiver. As predicted by GFT, coali-

tions, not cohesion, breed gossip and the related reputation effects on

cooperation.

Individual dispositions too affect goal frame salience and therefore gossip

behavior. Prosocial value orientations temper the gain orientation that usually

comes with power positions, and therefore also reduce the inclination to gossip.

Proself orientations do the opposite. Psychopathologies, such asMachiavellianism,

boost the gain goal frame and trigger negative gossip. No empirical studies were

found that assess the interplay of individual dispositions and gossipwith reputations

and cooperation.

Finally, situational differences matter. This holds in particular for the per-

ceived severity and signaling value of norm violations. The link between

perceived severity of norm violations and the perceived appropriateness of

direct (rather than indirect) forms of punishment seems to hold across cultural

contexts. Nevertheless, the presumed motive behind the norm violation seems

to be a more important predictor for gossiping than its severity. Individuals are

more inclined to gossip if the norm violation is perceived as signaling

a transgressor’s weak or declining normative mindset.

To conclude, this section developed novel hypotheses about the goal framing

processes through which four classes of antecedents affect gossip and its

potential reputation effects on cooperation. The technological progress of the
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past half century, exemplified by breakthroughs in information and communi-

cation technology (ICT) and the World Wide Web, has given rise to yet another

class of antecedents with major implications for gossip, reputation, and cooper-

ation. This is what we turn to in the next section.

5 Gossip and Reputation in Contemporary Societies

Gossip “is a means of social control, a sanction that forces one to adhere more

closely to social norms than one would otherwise be inclined. Reputation is

determined by gossip, and the casual conversations of others affect one’s

relative standing and one’s acceptability as a mate or as a partner in social

exchange” (Barkow, 1992, p. 628). What happens when the casual conversa-

tions characterized by privacy and some form of intimacy are transformed into

a digital metric designed to reward or punish strangers’ behaviors in online

environments? What happens to gossip when targets use social media to

publicly share behaviors and choices that in the past were supposed to be private

and accessible only to a few people through gossip? Has the Internet changed

the cultures, structures, and relationships in such a way that gossip and reputa-

tion have become something completely different?

In the last twenty-five years the opportunities offered by the digital world

(online reputations, recommendation systems, social media, peer-to-peer sys-

tems, etc.) to share information boundlessly, to allow anyone to create and share

content, to overcome physical boundaries in economic transactions and product

availability, have led to an unprecedented interest in the workings of reputation.

These technological innovations have had a significant impact on our opportun-

ities to connect, communicate, coordinate, and cooperate. Most notable among

these innovations are, first, the implementation of the World Wide Web and the

related tools, which range from portable computers and smartphones to the

Internet of Things. Second, the social technologies that these infrastructures

enable, in particular what now is commonly referred to as “social media”:

communication platforms that allow billions of individuals and organizations

to share information, and allow people to build online worlds that can poten-

tially be accessed by anybody, anytime. Third, there is the related software

shaping our informational environment, such as algorithms selecting who

receives which news and when, resulting, for example, in differential exposure

to specific information for large parts of the population (the so-called “echo

chambers,” Flaxman et al., 2016).

A common thread running through academic and nonacademic work on

reputation in the digital age is that the Internet has offered exceptional oppor-

tunities for the circulation of information, while posing equally unprecedented
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threats. The amount of information available is extraordinary, but this can make

access to reliable and useful knowledge much more difficult, at the same time

raising concerns about privacy, data use, and long-term consequences. Masum

and Tovey (2011) claim that reputation systems, if properly designed,

have the potential to reshape society for the better by shining the light of
accountability into dark places, through the mediated judgments of billions of
people worldwide, to create what we call the Reputation Society (Masum &
Zhang, 2004). A key concern of the Reputation Society is the need to deal
with information overload. When anything can be broadcast and accessed,
filtering becomes essential (Shenk, 1997). Worse yet, long-term civic issues
can become lost in a constant stream of short-term distractions. How do we
find what is relevant and worth acting on? (Masum & Tovey, 2011, xvi)

According to one estimate, “more than a billion people now spend at least

an hour a day on social media” (Crockett, 2017, p. 1), and the amount of content

produced and shared is huge. Gossip research has not kept pace with these

developments, resulting in a relative paucity of theories and evidence about the

potential implications of this new environment (with a few exceptions on gossip

in virtual worlds, Gabriels & De Backer, 2016, and online celebrity gossip,

Meyers, 2010).

In this section we will discuss the digital world as a new kind of evolutionary

environment in which the usual conditions supporting a normative goal frame in

gossiping, thoroughly analyzed in the previous section, are replaced by

a different set of elements. Formulated in goal framing terms, some features

of digital environments may reinforce the hedonic goal frame and also take

away some of the normative constraints that govern gossip in face-to-face

offline interactions. The question we intend to answer is: Can gossip support

cooperation through reputation effects in a world in which information produc-

tion, sharing, and its consequences have profoundly changed?

5.1 Technology as an Extension of the Physical World

We posit that the digital world creates a new environment characterized by new

opportunities for social interactions. The resulting changes in situations, structures,

and cultures may affect the salience of goal frames differently, while at the same

time transforming the meaning of gossip and, mostly, reputation. In this new

reality, technology makes visible and publicly available information about events,

behaviors, and attitudes that in the offline world are shared only in a closed and

private environment.

Here, we identify three different ways in which digital environments were

hypothesized to influence gossip, reputation, and cooperation. The first line of
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investigation assumes that offline patterns of gossiping and the conditions that

affect it will replicate in online environments. This perspective sees digital

environments as a mere extension of offline environments. The technological

means enrich the repertoire of communication, for example, by adding speed

and the possibility to interact with a large number of people at the same time, but

the mechanisms driving gossip behavior and its consequences essentially

remain the same. For example, investigating social media use of adolescents

in the United States, Danah Boyd writes: “Social media mirror, magnify and

extend everyday social worlds . . . By and large, teens use social media to do

what they have been doing” (Boyd, 2008, p. 27). For gossip, this means that

online activities themselves – such as who posts what, about whom, and how on

a social media site such as Facebook – become issues for moralization and norm

affirmation, just such as any other third-party behavior. The difference is that

communication takes place through instant messaging on another platform

(Jones et al., 2011). A similar argument suggesting that online communication

is the extension of real-world gossip behavior has also been proposed for

organizational settings. Analyzing 520,000 emails sent by 151 individuals

between 1997 and 2002 and involving Enron employees, Mitra and Gilbert

(2012) identified 7,200 messages that they classified as gossip emails. These are

messages that contain the name of a person who is not in the list of recipients.

Many of their findings reflect patterns that had already been identified in earlier

studies: employees gossip mostly with others of the same rank; the majority of

employees dedicate a small proportion of emails to gossip; and the valence is

predominantly neutral.

A second perspective suggests that digital environments will amplify certain

cognitive-emotional reactions, thereby undermining cooperation sustainability. For

instance, Kock (2004) argued that stimuli coming with human face-to-face com-

munication would play an essential role in inducing the inclination toward gossip-

ing, thereby facilitating predictions about how other people will behave in specific

situations. Instead, the suppression of face-to-face communication might reduce

the inclination to gossip. In an ethnographic study of the use of gossip in a virtual

world (i.e., the platform Second Life), Gabriels and De Backer (2016) show that

there are many overlaps between online and offline gossip concerning uses and

functions. At the same time, technology offers new possibilities to exploit gossip,

such as logging the evidence in order to spot cheaters, thusmaking online gossip an

“inflated form of traditional gossip.”

The third perspective predicts that digital environments providing reputational

information are detrimental for cooperation, but argues that this is due to the fact

that they provide access to highly accurate information about the social network

of other individuals. Studies of online gossip networks reflect the offline
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differences between collectivist and individualist personal network structures

(Na et al., 2015), pointing to the importance of cultural beliefs in shaping

network patterns also online. That is, the dense Facebook network of someone

who was born and lives in a collectivist Asian country should become less dense

and more centralized in case this person moves to and lives for a longer period

in, say, the United States. Interestingly enough, with regard to Asians moving to

the United States, the statistical tests did not find evidence for this hypothesis.

Na, Kosinski, and Stillwell (2015) speculate that this might be due to the fact

that these individuals may easily find and select into one of the many Asian

communities in the United States, which allows them to maintain their cultural

traditions. In contrast, some weak statistical correlation was found for the

personal Facebook networks of Americans who moved to Asian countries

becoming less centralized. These findings suggest that the relational patterns

of persons with individualist cultural origins are less likely to persist once they

find themselves living in collectivist cultures, whereas the opposite does not

hold.

Whether technology is an extension of the physical world or we live in a new

socio-technical reality, the question remains of how gossip supports cooperation

thanks to the activation of a normative goal frame.

5.1.1 The Increased Salience of the Hedonic Goal Frame in the Online
World

Even if online interactions lack some of the defining features of gossip, for

example, intimacy, and an absent third party, it is still important to understand

which goal frames are made salient and what consequences this might have on

cooperation. Online environments exacerbate reactions to moral outrage. They

are likely to distort gossip’s “traditional” use as a tool to promote cooperation in

small-scale settings through the spread of reputational information about norm

violators. The Internet has significantly altered not only our exposure to norm

violations and how we perceive and react to them, but also the personal and

societal costs and benefits of our responses (Crockett, 2017).

The Internet increases our exposure to moral wrongdoings and other people’s

emotional reactions to them. Digital platforms such as the microblogging site

Twitter have made the expression of moral outrage costless, universal, and with

way fewer repercussions than the offline world (Crockett, 2017). Online plat-

forms promote content that is likely to be shared, and since this holds for

information eliciting moral outrage, we are more likely to be exposed to

immoral acts in online environments than in the offline world. This is one of

the findings of an event-sampling study in which a diverse sample of 1,252
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North American adults was asked to report their moral experiences, five times

a day during a three-day period (Crockett, 2017). Whereas almost 30 percent of

the participants indicated that they had learned about an immoral act online, less

than 25 percent reported that they came to know this in a personal encounter,

and only 10 percent said that they acquired such information through traditional

media. As for reactions to online exposure to moral wrongdoings: the study also

found significant differences in the intensity of self-reported anger and disgust

as a reaction to immoral acts encountered in online environments. The study

speculates about some other possible implications. Since digital media also

makes it easier to express one’s anger, digital media may also result in a self-

reinforcing cycle of “anger begetting more anger.” In line with this reinforce-

ment argument, another study, analyzing 12.7 million tweets of 7,331 users,

showed that positive social feedback for expressing one’s outrage increases the

likelihood that someone shows moral outrage in the future (Brady et al., 2021).

This hedonic frame could also be supported by the gain goal frame, if we

consider moral outrage as a form of virtue signaling that will benefit one’s reputa-

tion (Crockett, 2017). Compared to offline reactions such as gossip, shaming, or

punishment, the expression of online moral outrage increases the potential benefits

as they come with public virtue signaling, while at the same time reducing the risk

for retaliation and decreasing empathic distress that usually accompanies the act of

actively punishing somebody. Exposure to online environments has the potential to

strengthen the salience of the hedonic goal frame, given the almost costless

opportunities to engage and the built-in positive reinforcement cycles this produces.

Furthermore, increased exposure to moral wrongdoings and other people’s emo-

tional reactions to them also aligns both: the normative background goal that

legitimizes punishing norm violators and the gain that comes with the reputational

rewards that can be gained from publicly broadcasting one’s virtuousness.

5.1.2 The Gain Goal Frame in Social Network Platforms

Accurate knowledge of a group’s network structure may undermine cooperation

sustainability because the availability of this information may create incentives

for opportunistic behavior (Larson, 2016), thereby pushing the gain goal frame of

group members into the cognitive foreground. Social networking platforms, such

as Facebook or LinkedIn, allow individuals not only to make contact and stay in

touch without ever seeing or talking to each other in person, but they also provide

the opportunity to access or visualize the connections of one’s contacts. Such

platforms provide insights into individual relational environments at a level of

breathtaking detail. Using a multilevel evolutionary framework, a theoretical

study (Larson, 2016) explored the implications that this informational overdose
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of insights into social networks may have on gossiping and cooperation. Its main

conclusion is surprising and also somewhat disconcerting: highly accurate know-

ledge of a group’s network structure actually may decrease the fitness of a group.

Where every individual’s position in the network is common knowledge, it is easy

to identify and target those in peripheral positions. This makes them easier targets

for noncooperative strategies, because due to their weak embeddedness, their

capacity to spread gossip, damage reputations, and instigate sanctions is limited.

In contrast, where insight into a network is blurry, the opportunities to single out

and exploit marginal members are much more limited. Our knowledge of the

ability to identify everyone’s network position “creates incentives to behave

uncooperatively” (Larson, 2016) toward those in the periphery of the network.

In fact, where selection pressure at the group level is strong, it is those groups

whose members have relatively little accurate knowledge about the network who

have an evolutionary advantage – and not groups in which everyone has detailed

insights into everybody else’s networks. The overall conclusion suggests that the

cognitive limitations with regard to our ability to correctly trace our social

networks may be the product of natural selection, and that the related errors we

make in doing so (e.g., forgetting existing links or adding nonexisting new links)

would contribute to facilitate cooperation. From a goal framing perspective, the

plain availability of accurate insights into a network structure would increase the

saliency of the gain goal and lead individuals to exploit the vulnerable members.

Network scholars studying real-life organizational behavior have found that

a more accurate insight into the (power structure) of the informal web of

relationships indeed confers individual benefits (Krackhardt, 1990), though it

should be stressed that this outcome need not necessarily be the result of

exploiting the weak. But in many settings and situations such an unbridled

gain goal frame in which individuals systematically exploit the availability of

full information about everyone’s networks would be highly unlikely.

According to this reading, one would expect that the prevalence of this behavior

depends on the kind of institutional constraints and the degree to which they

support or temper the gain goal frame. For example, where cultural beliefs

feature normative obligations toward treating ingroup members fairly, access to

accurate knowledge about the group’s network structure should be far less likely

to result in the exploitation of the less well connected.

5.2 Reputation without Gossip

In teams, groups, and communities, face-to-face interaction offers the oppor-

tunity to find out about false information, settle disputes, but also to discard

information if coming from a disreputable or untrustworthy source. Even more
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important, individuals decide what to report and how (Giardini & Wittek,

2019a; Giardini et al., 2019), and this decision is based on the network of

relationships they are embedded in and on their knowledge about those rela-

tionships (Giardini & Wittek, 2019b; Takacs et al., 2021). This contextual

knowledge plays a major role in determining whether and how to gossip

(Ellwardt, 2019; see Section 3) and in shaping reputations (Gross & De Dreu,

2019), but it is not the case in the online world. Some differences between

offline reputation and its online counterpart are self-evident, such as anonymity,

distance, and the scope of the potential audience, whereas some other aspects

are less obvious but equally important.

Technology offers opportunities to form, change, and disseminate reputations

in ways that are completely different from the past, and we argue that this can

have consequences on the motivation to gossip and on the sustainability of

cooperation. If gossip is seldom based on a normative goal frame, but rather

motivated by a hedonic or a gain goal frame, then reputation effects cannot

support cooperation. We will now focus on the differences between online and

offline reputation systems in general, before going into online transactions.

In general, the process of reputation building is entirely different in the digital

world. Usually, reputations are built on a blend of direct observations and reported

evaluations whose validity and reliability can change over time (Giardini et al.

2021). An individual’s willingness to accept information coming from others

depends on the reliability of the source, but also on the relationships between the

three actors in the gossip triad (sender-gossip-receiver) (Giardini &Wittek, 2019a).

If an acquaintance tellsme that a good friend did something bad, I will be inclined to

a suspension of judgment and, at the same time, I will likely refrain from spreading

the negative gossip any further. In the offline world, reputation is multidimensional;

therefore, its change can take time because different kinds of evidence need to

converge. This makes the content of reputational judgments less susceptible to

fluctuations, with the result that reliability of the information and trustworthiness of

the sender increase. In contrast, in online reputation systems there is no social

interaction process related to the transmission of information, but reputations result

from algorithms’ aggregation of unidimensional assessments. This makes it impos-

sible to distinguish, for instance, between malevolent intentions and innocent

mistakes, and the design of the algorithm can determine the final reputation and

ranking more than the actual content. In such a setting, a normative goal frame can

be hardly sustained because the huge amount of information available and the lack

of control over the dissemination process make it unlikely that the information will

create any value. On the contrary, hedonic motivations can explain hate speech and

clickbait online, therefore leading to disruptive gossip (intended as malicious,

aggressive, and not necessarily true information about others).
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Social media introduced another major change in the process of reputation

formation that makes people’s opinions and behaviors immediately and glo-

bally available. Unlike gossip in which the third party or target is absent, on

social media everybody can disseminate private information about both third

parties, and themselves. This opens opportunities for strategic impression and

reputation-management and the related potential benefits that may come with it,

thereby increasing the salience of the hedonic and/or the gain goal frame.

Another completely new element is that digital traces of someone’s opinions

or choices are potentially available forever, meaning that reputational damages

can occur years after the person exhibited a reprehensible behavior. This creates

a cognitive environment that is completely different from the one in which

gossip and reputation evolved, characterized by privacy, trust, and the possibil-

ity to deny accusations of gossip. Online platforms seem better at supporting

hedonic (venting emotions, feeling powerful and recognized, taking revenge)

and gain frames (gaining visibility, selling contents to followers, acquiring

status as an influencer), while making normative frames barely present.

5.3 Reputation in Online Markets

An interesting consequence of the World Wide Web is the creation of online

markets in which anonymous strangers can exchange goods and services without

centralized punishment systems. Online reputations are pivotal to establishing

trust and trustworthy transactions, but the lack of gossip makes online markets

completely different from past markets regulated by gossip and reputation, such

as theMaghribi traders (Greif, 1989), or traders in the Champagne fairs (Diekman

& Przepiorka, 2019; Milgrom et al., 1990). Gossip requires intimacy and some

sort of common ground, but also being embedded in the same group or network,

a situation that is clearly different from anonymous reputation scores or reviews.

Unlike small and consolidated groups of merchants exchanging one type of

product and bound by shared identities, online markets allow the exchange of

any kinds of goods and services, legally or not, among complete strangers

(Przepiorka et al., 2017). The costs of providing information about products in

the online world, as well as the costs of acquiring this information, are very small,

therefore providing the ideal situation for reputation systems to work. Honest

reviews supposedly offer useful and reliable indications that are essential to build

trust between users (Diekman & Przepiorka, 2019), but they also offer

a competitive advantage because service or product providers with positive

reviews or rankings are selected more often and receive a “reputation premium”

(Diekman et al., 2014). Snijders and Matzat (2019) show that the threat of

reputation damage is more effective than the promises of building up a positive
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reputation, and they suggest that it is the mere presence of a reputation system,

more than its actual functioning, that supports cooperative exchanges. However,

providing reviews is a costly action with no immediate benefits, and the hedonic

frame seems to be the main motivation behind them. As studies of online reviews

show, the distribution of reviews is usually skewed: the majority of reviews are at

the positive end of the rating scale, a few reviews are in the mid-range, and some

reviews are at the negative end of the scale (Hu et al., 2017; Moe & Schweidel,

2012). Positive reviews are explained by self-selection of customers who are

already positively inclined toward the product and, in terms of goal frames, derive

some immediate hedonic satisfaction by publicly praising the product. But online

reputation systems are also designed to increase the number of reviews by

providing reputational incentives to contributors (for instance, with labels such

as “super reviewer” or badge of honor for very prolific reviewers). Reviews

written in a gain goal frame are less conducive to sustainable cooperation, as

demonstrated by the growing number of studies reporting the many different

ways in which reputation systems can be gamed by users who want to gain

visibility or downplay competitors (Luca & Zervas, 2016). Companies can pay

people to write false reviews (crowdturfing: https://aisel.aisnet.org/ecis2017_rp/

124/), and newspapers are now regularly reporting about places and services

(such as restaurants) that, even if completely fake and nonexistent, received

positive reviews and managed to gain positive reputations.

Observational studies with real reviews point to the multiplicity of factors

affecting consumers’ choices and reviews (Babic Rosario et al., 2016), but there

are few empirical studies investigating ranking behaviors in a controlled way.

Capraro et al. (2016) conducted an online empirical study on rankings among

players in an online economic game, showing that the evaluation in the form of

1, 3, or 5 stars is not necessarily based on others’ actual behaviors, but it is

conditional on the reviewer’s move in the game. When players could rate other

players they encountered in a previous dictator-game, cheaters (i.e., players

who chose to defect in the dictator game) gave more positive ratings to other

cheaters (in the absence of direct and indirect reciprocity), but they also gave

negative rankings to cooperators. Although limited, this evidence suggests that

online rankings could be far less objective than previously thought, with

important consequences for the reliability of digital assessments.

5.4 The Limits of Quantifying Everything

The principle underlying recommendation systems and rankings is that, given

a certain behavior or performance, it is possible to assess it in a measurable way,

based on some quantitative indicators. The hidden assumption is that pooling
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individual information, or the “wisdom of the crowd,” can overcome the

limitations of individual decision-making (Kameda et al., 2022), or the biases

that even experts face when assessing products or outcomes. Regardless of their

limitations, the benefits of online rankings and metrics still outweigh their costs

(Dellarocas, 2003; Tadelis, 2016), because the numerical indicators of actors’

past transactions can enable trustworthy exchanges among complete strangers.

If a hedonic and a gain frame can explain online reviews and rankings, the

question is whether these same frames can be invoked to understand how

rankings and evaluation systems not based on gossip are created.

For example, Global University Rankings were designed to create trusted and

objective measures of universities’ performance across the world. The Times

Higher Education (THE) ranking “has been providing trusted performance data

on universities for students and their families, academics, university leaders,

governments and industry, since 2004” (www.timeshighereducation.com/

world-university-rankings). This and other rankings have created and

reinforced the notion that there is a global market on which universities compete

and this can be expressed in a single “league table” (Marginson & van der

Wende, 2007) for comparative purposes. However, this comparison is biased.

Global comparisons are made in relation to one model of institution: the

comprehensive research-intensive universities that are more common and

established in the Western world. The way in which these “objective”measures

of performance are established is also questionable, with metrics measuring

prestige but not necessarily the quality of education or the amount of support

provided to students. Why should the presence of Nobel Prize winners be an

indication of the quality of a higher education institution, when the average age

of Nobel Prize winners is around sixty-five and older (www.bbc.com/news/

science-environment-37578899), meaning that they are already or about to

become retired, with probably few teaching hours and very little engagement

in their home universities’ policies or decisions? Many Nobel Prize winners

built their careers and developed the groundbreaking theories and methods for

which they are rewarded when they were probably working somewhere else, so

what is the rationale for using the awards they won as an indication of the

quality of their current employer?

Another problem of quantification is its application to domains in which they

create unintended negative effects. For instance, publishing information about

quality rankings of physicians, introduced to improve treatment quality, resulted

in a higher number of sick patients not admitted in hospitals, because sick

patients are more likely to negatively affect the physicians’ scores (Werner &

Asch 2005). An interesting analysis of rankings is offered by Esposito and Stark

(2019), who frame the contribution of ratings as providing an orientation about
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what others observe. In their analysis, Esposito and Stark identify four reasons

why rankings can be problematic: they simplify too much, they are not trans-

parent, they are not reliable for forecasting, and they are not objective.

However, the purpose of rankings is not to provide fully reliable information

about reality, but rather to offer a frame of reference to reduce uncertainty: “The

success and ability of rankings to act as a reference do not depend, as the order

of pre-modern societies, on the claim to correctly describe the world” (p. 19).

This analysis of ratings and rankings as contemporary alternatives to gossip-

based reputation suggests that being in a normative goal frame when evaluating

others can be crucial to sustain cooperation, but this frame is not supported by

the current design of reputation systems.

5.5 Conclusions

Our analysis shows that: (1) having a reputationwhich is not built on gossip (as it is

the case with rankings, online and offline) leads to a complete detachment of the

content from the process; (2) using assessments based on quantity (number of

likes, average review score, etc.) instead of quality reduces the importance of

experts and of accreditation and certification systems, with undesired conse-

quences on cooperation. The gradual establishment of the World Wide Web as

a new technological environment has not only created an unprecedented range of

new communication opportunities, but it has also fundamentally altered the

information landscape. Research has only just started to keep track of the implica-

tions that these innovations might have for gossip and reputation as tools to sustain

cooperation. Overall, the reviewed theories and illustrations suggest two prelim-

inary conclusions concerning the role of new digital environments.

First, several of the explanatory mechanisms that were documented for the

offline world seem to replicate also in online environments. Second, some

features of digital environments may make it more difficult to sustain cooper-

ation. This holds for those platforms that amplify exposure and reactions to

moral outrage, two hedonic motivations that can easily unleash spirals of

escalation. And it holds for platforms that provide detection of weakly embed-

ded and therefore less protected individuals.

6 A Research Agenda for Goal Framing Theory, Gossip,
and Reputation Effects

Much progress has been made in unraveling the puzzle of sustainable cooper-

ation, and in particular the role that gossip and reputation play in this equation.

But as our analysis has made clear, current research finds itself at a crossroads.

On the one hand, the economic standard model that still dominates research in
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this field needs serious revision. This model is unable to account for many of the

patterns observed in the empirical literature. On the other hand, the proliferation

of social-psychological mini-theories and their application to gossip result in an

increasing fragmentation, with the theoretical scope of single studies being

limited to the statistical effects investigated in the particular research. This

effectology is detrimental to cumulative knowledge development about the

proximate causes of gossip. Middle-range theorizing that is systematically

anchored in an evolutionary approach provides a more fruitful point of depart-

ure. The GFT of gossip and reputation elaborated in the previous sections

represents such an attempt. It offers an integrative framework that also allows

reconciling many of the contradicting findings of previous studies. We conclude

by pointing to several potential implications for a future research agenda.

6.1 Beyond the Standard Account

One of the major shortcomings of current theorizing on the gossip-reputation-

cooperation triangle is its underdeveloped behavioral microfoundation, in

which individuals are either selfish gain seekers or inherently prosocial cooper-

ators. Drawing on evolutionary insights about human-motivated cognition,

GFT’s model of shifting saliences specifies the conditions under which specific

mindsets become dominant. This perspective therefore allows uncovering and

correcting the hidden assumptions in economic and game theory’s “standard”

account, according to which individuals cooperate because they want to avoid

getting a bad reputation (rather than because they feel a normative obligation to

do so). That is: it is the threat of being gossiped about that keeps people in line.

And they want to avoid a bad reputation because others will otherwise not

cooperate with them (Gintis & Fehr, 2012; Raub &Weesie, 1990). According to

this account, reputation is simply “a characteristic or attribute ascribed” to

others by their exchange partners (Raub & Weesie, 1990, p. 629). This charac-

terization neglects that a reputation in the moral domain (as opposed to the

domain of competence) always is a socially acquired evaluative opinion about

an actor’s presumed tendency to act in a way that can be considered as good or

bad according to some mutually agreed standard. Shared norms therefore are

a prerequisite for reputation effects (Lindenberg et al., 2020, p. 5).

From a goal framing perspective, the standard account’s assumed causal links

in the gossip-reputation-cooperation triangle need to be explicated as follows

(see Figure 1): (1) Individuals make inferences about third parties’ cooperative

or noncooperative tendencies (i.e., their intention to comply or violate a norm);

(2) Individuals share this evaluation honestly and reliably with others; (3) The

resulting reputation will be used by others to cooperate or not cooperate with the
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third party; (4) The third party anticipates potential negative reputation effects

and therefore cooperates.

This perspective acknowledges the crucial role of gossip for the evolution of

cooperation, since it simultaneously fosters two ways of adaptation to the

environment: control (influencing or shaping the environment in ways that

benefit the organism) and prediction (anticipating how the environment will

behave). Reputations are prediction devices, but the desire (or need) not to get

a bad reputation also has a disciplining effect.

Our goal framing explanation also clearly delimits the scope of the standard

account. It suggests that gossip will have reputation effects only under quite

specific circumstances. And as we outlined in this Element, these conditions

will often not be met. The strongest motives to engage in gossip conversations

are hedonic in nature: showing one’s virtuousness, taking revenge, bonding,

soliciting emotional support, satisfying one’s curiosity, venting. Such

exchanges are unlikely to result in reputation effects on cooperation, because

hedonic motivations will compromise reliability and honesty of the shared

information, and it will temper an individual’s willingness to incur the costs

that would come with active sanctioning. More generally, the goal framing

perspective developed here suggests future research should take a more cau-

tious stance when proposing gossip as a golden key to sustainable cooperation.

6.2 Three Open Questions

We selected three key questions that we hope future research would address as

concluding remarks for this section.

First, the question under which individuals prefer not to share relevant third-

party information still constitutes a blind spot of gossip research. Giardini and

Wittek (2019b) offer a theoretical framework in which six different mechanisms

explain why, on the basis of the expected consequences for the actors in the gossip

triad and the relationships among them, senders should refrain from gossiping.

Understanding why gossip does not spread is important, because the lack of

gossip can explain why deviant behaviors are not exposed and then not punished.

Empirical and observational studies in organizations, where the presence of

explicit structures, organizational cultures, and defined situations provides clear

boundaries, are needed to test the presence of the six mechanisms and whether

affective and task interdependence explain the lack of gossip in organizations.

A second line of inquiry that requires further research regards the conditions

under which gossip will not lead to reputation effects (Lindenberg et al., 2020,

p. 132). GFT suggests that such situations will be far more common than one

would expect based on the standard account. The high-profile media reports of
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so many powerful individuals (e.g., in the film industry) who for years and

sometimes even decades could abuse their position to mistreat and damage

those depending on them are but one example illustrating the causal chain

outlined in our model. On the side of the antecedents there is a high-stakes,

project-based setting, such as the US movie industry, in which powerful gate-

keepers can make or break individual careers. Structural dependence relations

are reinforced by a highly competitive and often male-dominated culture. Such

settings will suppress the salience of a normative goal frame in all involved

stakeholders. Victims of misbehavior and transgressions may gossip to vent

their grievances, with close friends, but rarely with those who are potential

competitors in the business. As a result, the reach of gossip will be limited, and

so will the reputation effects: the information will stay in a small inner circle and

not spread to those with real sanctioning power. This same result can also stem

from an alternative process. As an illustration, we could focus on the role of the

receivers, who can actively downplay the gossip received because they are in

a gain frame in which spreading the gossip further can hinder their careers.

Assessing the existence of different paths, their antecedents, and consequences

would be extremely important to go beyond the standard model and understand

reputation effects – and the lack thereof – in the real world.

Third, current reputation models are incomplete because they rely on com-

peting microfoundations, selectively focusing on single actors of the gossip

triad. However, individuals are not always guided solely by self-interest or

prosocial motivations (also known as “social preferences”). We need an inte-

grative behavioral theory that can consistently explain (a) under which (context)

conditions which motivations govern behavior and its absence, (b) the motives

of all three actors in the gossip triad, and (c) the consequences of gossip on

reputation and (the decline of) cooperation. Goal framing theory offers a way

out because it integrates allegedly competing models of human nature, is

inherently dynamic due to the a priori hierarchy of goal frame salience, and

because it explicates how changing contexts affect shifts in the salience of

different mindsets. As an illustration, we can consider the role of different

cultures in pushing different frames in the foreground, but only if they are

aligned with existing structures. GFT predicts that cultural belief systems would

have limited direct effects on gossip and cooperation, and that the strength of

their effect depends on the alignment of specific situational cues with the goal

frames prioritized by the cultural belief system. Cross-cultural survey studies

could be designed to test the GFT prediction that, for individuals holding

collectivist beliefs, strong situational hedonic cues can increase an individual’s

tendency to gossip in two ways. First, they can push normative concerns that

would normally inhibit negative talk about one’s ingroup members into the
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cognitive background. Second, they may exacerbate negative feelings toward

outgroups, thereby fostering gossip (most likely negative) about outgroup

members. A study investigating the prevalence and justifications of ingroup/

outgroup gossip, their content and valence in work settings embedded in

individualistic and collectivist cultures could provide a useful test of the validity

of goal framing theory in explaining the relationship between gossip, reputa-

tion, and cooperation.

We started off on our journey on the evolutionary foundations of gossip and

reputation with a quote by Lanz on gossip as a “mechanism through which the

organized forces of evil gain access to various departments of human life.”We

want to conclude it with the words of Dunbar (1996, p. 100): “Without gossip,

there would be no society. In short, gossip is what makes human society as we

know it possible.”
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