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LITERATURE 

 

Since Allport and Postman‟s publication of "Rumor Psychology" (Allport & Postman, 1947), interest in 

this subject has steadily increased leading to a varied field of research (Iterson & Clegg, 2008). 

Rumors in an organizational context however, have so far received little attention (Iterson & Clegg, 

2008; Michelson & Mouly, 2000; 2004; Noon & Delbridge, 1993). Yet this is an important research 

topic as rumors have an essential social function but can also cause irreparable damage to an 

organization such as sullying the corporate reputation or sapping employee morale (e.g., Michelson & 

Mouly, 2004; Esposito & Rosnow, 1983). One of the few studies about corporate rumors was 

conducted in the USA by DiFonzo and Bordia (2000). They defined rumor as “an unverified bit of 

information about something of importance to a group. It is like news in every way except that it is not 

verified. It may or may not be true. It may be spread by word-of-mouth, fax, electronic mail, or any 

other communication channel. It is often introduced by the phrase „I heard that‟” (p. 175). Based on a 

literature study and a survey among experienced PR practitioners in the private sector, they 

investigated the types and prevalence of rumors, their effects and strategies to manage them. Our 

study uses the same topics and is also descriptive, but expands the sample to public sector 

practitioners.  

In DiFonzo and Bordia‟s study, PR practitioners reported being confronted by harmful rumors on 

average once per week. One third (33%) of all internal rumors were about personnel changes whereas 
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organizational reputation was the subject of 37% of all external rumors. Respondents were also 

presented with a list of 17 possible effects of rumors. They indicated whether a rumor had ever caused 

these effects and the severity of the effects. Using a principal component analysis, the items were 

reduced to three meaningful dimensions: external ramifications (negative external consequences; e.g., 

bad press), internal attitudes (effects with regard to the attitudes of internal stakeholders; e.g., lowered 

morale) and internal behaviors (effects with regard to the behavior of internal stakeholders; e.g., 

decreased productivity). The effects on the internal attitudes were considered to be the most severe 

(M=1.90, SD=0.58), followed by effects making up external ramifications (M=1.58, SD=0.54) and 

internal behaviors (M=1.45, SD=0.52).
1
 Furthermore, respondents were presented with a list of 17 

possible strategies to combat rumors. Apart from two of these strategies, 15 were already in use by at 

least 68% of the respondents. Strategies were categorized under two dimensions: the structuring 

uncertainty component (actions to explain what will happen in the future so that stakeholders‟ 

uncertainty is limited, e.g., setting a time-line) and the enhancement of formal communications 

component (actions that are aimed at enforcing their own communication, e.g., asking an outside 

source to deny the rumor). Both structuring uncertainty (M=2.11, SD=0.52) and enhancing official 

communications (M=1.97, SD=0.54) strategies were considered to be moderately effective.
2 

The few researchers who have studied communication of organizational rumors never distinguished 

between different types of organizations, for example between public and private sector organizations. 

Such differentiation is likely to prove valuable, as Liu, Horsley and Levenshus (2010) and Gelders, 

Bouckaert and Van Ruler (2007) contend that, despite some similarities, public sector communicators 

do not face challenges identical to private sector communicators. A survey among 976 corporate and 

government communicators by Liu et al. (2010) shows that, in terms of communication management, 

government communicators are confronted with the typical features of a public organization and its 

environment. As Gelders et al. (2007) stated, Liu et al. (2010) found that government communicators 

have to deal with a more complicated environment. For example, government communicators feel a 

larger pressure than their corporate counterparts to meet their primary public‟s need for information. 

These communicators also report media coverage to be more frequent and evaluate it more negatively 

than private sector respondents do. Furthermore, both groups deal with small budgets, political 

pressures and external legal frameworks. However, the impact of these factors appears to be greater 
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for government communicators, who often feel restricted in performing their job creatively and 

effectively.  

 

METHODS 

 

The above-mentioned differences between the public and private sector may also have an influence 

on rumor issues. By surveying communication practitioners of both sectors in Belgium, we try to 

ascertain whether they differ on: 

-types and prevalence perceived; 

-effects experienced; 

-strategies reported. 

As such, this study only investigates perceptions and reported behavior. A direct comparison with the 

study of DiFonzo and Bordia is not possible as the groups of respondents differ on aspects in addition 

to nationality, such as sector of employment and professional experience. However, in our discussion 

section, DiFonzo and Bordia‟s findings are used as a guideline to interpret our results.  

 

Survey  

 

We adopted DiFonzo and Bordia's survey instrument using feedback from one of the authors (e.g., 

adding some items to the list of strategies used to combat rumors such as "deny the rumor with a 

point-by-point explanation"). We also used their previously mentioned definition of rumor but updated 

the communication channels with social media and emphasized that the survey was about rumor not 

gossip (as gossip is mostly about private or personal issues; Rosnow & Fine, 1976). To ascertain the 

appropriateness of respondents to our study, two questions about the time spent on public relations 

activities were added. We consulted with the president of the Belgian Association for Organizational 

Communication Practitioners (Belgische Vereniging voor Interne Communicatie), at the same time 

communication manager of a big Belgian bank, to check the questionnaire‟s relevance and readability 

for practitioners. The questionnaire was translated into Dutch and French, two of Belgium's official 

languages, and double-checked by a bilingual author of a recent handbook on organizational 

communication. The survey was conducted from April until June 2009. 
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Sample 

 

The public relations domain in Belgium is not as professionalized as it is in some other countries. This 

was concluded by Van Gorp and Pauwels (2007), who found that public relations in Belgian 

organizations do not meet the internationally acknowledged principles of excellence as originally 

defined by Dozier, Grunig and Grunig (1995). It would therefore have been difficult to label our sample 

as top-level, as few Belgian communication practitioners meet these expectations. In contrast to 

DiFonzo and Bordia‟s survey among the most experienced American PR practitioners through the 

Arthur W. Page Society, we opted for a broader research scope. However, we did only address 

communication managers (not their assistants) to make sure that all respondents have, at least to a 

certain extent, decisive power and responsibility when it comes to rumor control. 

 

To reach private and public sector communicators, different channels were used. 

 

To identify private sector communicators, we used the Trends Top database (published annually 

ranking Belgian companies by different parameters such as returns and number of employees) to 

obtain a list of the top 250 Belgian companies in terms of returns. 

Each company was contacted by telephone to obtain the communication manager's e-mail address. In 

most cases, the receptionist transferred us to the person in question, which gave us the opportunity to 

personally convince him/her of the importance of participating and of how he/she would benefit from 

the survey (an important factor as people perform a cost-benefit analysis when considering whether to 

participate in a study; Dillman, Smyth & Christian, 2009). PR managers who seemed to show interest 

in the subject were asked for their e-mail address and then were sent an invitation to participate in the 

web survey. When we did not manage to get speak with the PR manager, we asked the receptionist or 

a colleague for the e-mail address and then the invitation was sent directly.  

A considerable part of the sample did not participate further after the first contact. At times, the correct 

person was out of the office on a long-term basis or did not understand Dutch or French, and several 

companies could not take part in the study because they did not have a communications department. 

The latter finding did not come as a surprise: in a survey of 750 Belgian organizations with 50 or more 
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employees, Van Gorp and Pauwels (2007) found that only 43% had a public relations or 

communications department. A substantial number of organizations even had no (15%) or only a part-

time (24%) staff member in a communications-related position. Our sample also includes 

organizations with fewer than 50 employees, which makes the presence of a communication 

department or manager even less likely. Nevertheless, we managed to collect 219 e-mail addresses to 

which we sent a personalized invitation as research shows that personally addressing people can 

raise response rates considerably (Heerwegh, Vanhove, Loosveldt & Matthijs, 2004). Each respondent 

that had not completed the survey within two weeks after receiving the invitation received a reminder, 

with little result: only 15 more respondents participated after this second email. In total, 56 private 

sector communicators filled out the entire questionnaire. Three respondents were removed since they 

turned out not to match the profile based on their title (HR officer, secretary and management 

assistant) and the specification of their communication activities. The response rate was thus 53 out of 

the 219 contacts or 24,2%. 

  

As for the public sector communicators, we used membership registers of two government 

communication associations (COMMnetkern and Kortom). From these lists, we selected 373 people 

we assumed based on their title were in charge of organizational communication (active in the 

executive branch) and then e-mailed them the invitation and a reminder after two weeks. The survey 

was completed by 54 government communicators, all of whom were eligible participants. This is a low 

response rate of 14,5% and was probably due to the fact that most of the Kortom-members work for 

local governments and often have a more executive position. Since the number of completed 

questionnaires was statistically practicable, we decided it was not necessary to contact the 

government communicators by telephone as well. 

 

Common reasons for refusal for participation as given by both private and public sector 

communicators were lack of interest, time or expertise. Others were prohibited by the company's 

policy to ignore survey-requests so as not to jeopardize the normal functioning of the organization. 

Remarkably, a large number of respondents, 185 in total, had started filling out the questionnaire but 

gave up after a few questions. The survey deliberately was kept short (15 minutes on average) and 

clear (as confirmed in a pretest) so that probably was not the reason for this substantial drop-out. We 
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did receive several e-mails from people who on further consideration did not feel eligible to participate. 

Also, at the end of the questionnaire respondents often remarked that they found the subject in 

question rather ambiguous and that finishing the survey properly had been quite a challenge. Others, 

presumably the ones with more rumor experience, supplemented their answers with extra information 

and examples. This leads us to assuming that, in general, the survey was filled out with great care by 

people with a certain experience regarding the rumor subject. Otherwise they probably would have 

given up earlier.  

 

The final sample thus consisted of 107 communication practitioners (private: n=53, public: n=54), 

yielding a response rate of 18,1% despite our extensive initiatives to reach potential respondents. 

However, rates for such delicate research topics are not surprising; DiFonzo and Bordia conducted 

solely highly involved PR practitioners and convinced only 33% to fill out the questionnaire.  

 

RESULTS 

 

Demographic variables 

 

More than half of the respondents were women (51,4%) and the mean age was 43 years (SD=10.35). 

Private sector respondents (M=44.98, SD=9.51) were a little older than their public sector colleagues 

(M=41.05, SD=10.83; t(105)=1.99, p<.05). On average, respondents had 13 years of experience in 

communications (SD=8.57), ranging from 1 to 38 years. About half of the respondents (50,5%) had 10 

years of experience or less, whereas a quarter (24,8%) had at least 20 years of experience. Private 

sector respondents (M=14.35, SD=8.98) were significantly more experienced than were public sector 

respondents (M=10.94, SD=7.88; t(103)=2.07, p<.05). Business communicators were active in a wide 

range of industries and public sector communicators worked for different levels of government 

(municipal, communal/regional and federal; Alen & Ergec, 1998). 

Respondents were asked on which activities they spend their working time. On average, they reported 

spending almost 70% of their time on public relations and internal communication, which indicates that 

respondents had the right profile to participate in the study. Government communicators spend 
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significantly more time on ICT and/or language aspects (t(100)=-2.96, p<.01) than business 

communicators do.  

In conclusion, respondents were asked about certain specific public relations activities, such as media 

relations, reputation management and crisis management. Private sector communicators (M=17.18, 

SD=16.79) spend more time on reputation management than public sector communicators do 

(M=7.02, SD=7.55: t(67.24)=3.85, p<.001). 

 

Types of rumors and prevalence  

 

Respondents stated they were aware of harmful rumors approximately once per month (M=4.77, 

SD=1.17).
3
 Almost 40% acknowledged hearing a disturbing rumor each month and over 20% reported 

hearing such rumors weekly. Public sector communicators (M=5.07, SD=1.03) appeared to be 

confronted with rumors significantly more often than their private sector colleagues (M=4.44, SD=1.23: 

t(99.91)=-2.87, p<.01). While 78% of the public sector respondents reported hearing rumors at least 

once each month, only 50% of the private sector respondents said the same.  

Respondents estimated the number of internal rumors that were primarily about job security, job 

satisfaction, personnel changes and "other" (table 1). Estimated percentages for each type varied 

widely, but overall, rumors about personnel changes outnumbered the others (30%). Internal rumors 

about job security occurred more in private organizations than in public organizations (t(94.97)=4.02, 

p<.001). Remarkably, respondents indicated that one out of four internal rumors was about a different 

subject than the three we suggested following DiFonzo and Bordia‟s instrument. The specifications 

indicated these rumors were mostly about working conditions (safety, working hours, number of 

holidays, new machinery, wage reduction …), financial matters (investments, financial situation of the 

organization …), reorganizations (take-over, merger, relocation …), and speculations about future 

decisions.  
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Table 1: Estimated prevalence of types of internal rumors by private sector (n=50) and public 

sector communicators (n=51) 

Type of internal rumor Sector Mean percentage Standard deviation 

Job security 

Private 25.34** 20.72 

Public 10.10** 17.16 

Job satisfaction 

Private 22.12 19.15 

Public 30.00 22.74 

Personnel changes 

Private 29.40 21.58 

Public 33.53 19.73 

Other 

Private 23.14 26.82 

Public 26.37 25.48 

**: Mean percentages differ significantly on level .001 

 

Respondents also estimated the number of external rumors that were primarily about the stock 

market, product or service quality, organizational reputation and "other" (table 2). In both sectors, 

external rumors were most often about organizational reputation. Respondents also reported several 

other types of external rumors that were similar to the other types of internal rumors: financial matters, 

reorganizations and working conditions.  

 

Table 2: Estimated prevalence of types of external rumors by private sector (n=46) and public 

sector communicators (n=50) 

Type of external rumor Sector Mean percentage Standard deviation 

Stock market 

Private 19.87 30.59 

Public n/a n/a 

Product/service quality 

Private 25.43 22.97 

Public 39.16 25.63 

Organizational reputation 

Private 31.98 24.69 

Public 39.36 23.08 

Other 

Private 22.72 31.53 

Public 21.48 24.72 
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Effects 

 

Rumor effects occurred in most of the respondents‟ organizations (figure 1). Apart from "sabotage-

type behaviors," all effects had been observed by the majority of the respondents and the top eight 

were reported by at least 80%. The three most prevalent and severe effects were "loss of trust 

between management and workers or staff", "increased employee stress at work" and "lowered 

morale". "Bad press" was, according to the respondents, one of the most problematic consequences 

of rumors, but it was reported less frequently than some other effects that were considered less 

severe. Examples showed that psychological effects for personnel were quite severe: they lost their 

trust in management and co-workers, were unsatisfied and discouraged and experienced a great deal 

of stress.  

 

Figure 1: Prevalence and mean severity of rumor effects 

 

Note. Effects are in decreasing order by the percentage of respondents who experienced the effect. Mean severity ratings are 

on a scale where 1, 2, and 3 indicate small, medium and large average effects, respectively. “+” indicates an internal effect, “O” 

indicates an external effect. “/” indicates the item did not load on any of the given components. N ranged from 97 to 108 and 

from 41 to 45 for items "decreased sales", "securities price/earnings dropped" and "loss of trust between management and 

stockholders". These items were only included in private sector respondents' questionnaires as public sector communicators are 

not confronted with these matters. 
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Private and public sector respondents' experience with and perceived severity of rumor effects 

sometimes differed (figure 2). Union action or a strike as a consequence of rumors were experienced 

less often in governmental organizations (M=.31, SD=.47; 0=never experienced and 1=already 

experienced) than in profit organizations (M=.74, SD=.44; t(99)=4.70, p<.001). The same can be said 

for unnecessary turnover: this effect was reported significantly more often by the private sector 

(M=.71, SD=.46) than by public sector communicators (M=.49, SD=.51: t(101.71)=2.28, p<.05). The 

business communication practitioners (M=1.61, SD=.77) who observed this effect also found it a more 

severe problem than the government communication practitioners (M=1.27, SD=.53; t(59.94)=2.07, 

p<.05). Furthermore, private sector respondents (M=2.14, SD=.82) confronted with bad press found 

this more problematic than their public sector colleagues (M=1. 74, SD=.80; t(84)=2.28, p<.05). 

 

Figure 2: Prevalence and mean severity of rumor effects by sector 

 

Note. Effects are in decreasing order by the percentage of respondents who had ever experienced the effect. Mean severity 

ratings are on a scale where 1, 2, and 3 indicate small, medium and large average effects, respectively. “+” indicates an internal 

effect, “O” indicates an external effect. “/” indicates the item did not load on any of the given components. N ranged from 97 to 

108 and from 41 to 45 for items "decreased sales", "securities price/earnings dropped" and "loss of trust between management 

and stockholders". These items were only included in private sector respondents' questionnaires as public sector 

communicators are not confronted by these matters. 
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Using a principal component analysis (oblique rotation), the 17 effects were reduced to a smaller set of 

meaningful dimensions. The three components that displayed eigenvalues greater than 1 correlated 

more than .10 thus justifying the use of the oblique rotation (Field, 2009). Eventually, only two 

components were retained as this solution proved most meaningful. Seven effects loaded on the first 

component (which was labeled the "internal effects" dimension) and the second component (which 

was labeled the "external effects" dimension) was comprised of eight effects (table 3).
4
 Two items 

were not included: "sullied reputation of an individual" and "sullied reputation of the organization" as 

they loaded too strongly on both dimensions and could therefore not be assigned to one of the 

components.
5
 An assumable explanation for this is that individual and organizational reputations can 

be damaged both internally and externally.  

 

Table 3: Rotated factor pattern from principal component analysis of rumor effect items  

Rumor effect 

Component 

Internal effects External effects 

Loss of trust among co-workers .852*  .011 

Lowered morale .841*  -.053 

Increased employee stress at work .778*  -.246 

Loss of trust between management and workers/staff .778*  -.009 

Increased lateness/absenteeism .757*  .089 

Unnecessary turnover .703*  .222 

Decreased productivity .700*  .284 

Bad press -.231 .787* 

Securities price/earnings dropped .024 .774* 

Decreased sales -.223 .729* 

Punitive action against management .124 .683* 

Union action or strike .105 .644* 

Loss of trust between management and stockholders .261 .642* 

Sabotage-type behaviors .197 .669* 

Loss of trust among customers .316 .508* 

Sullied reputation of the organization .503           .460 
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Sullied reputation of an individual  .474 .462 

*: Component loadings greater than .50.  

 

For both components, prevalence and mean severity were calculated. Internal effects were 

significantly more often reported than external effects (t(107)=6.54, p<.001). When splitting the results, 

this turned out to be the case for both private sector (t(52)=4.85, p<.001) and public sector 

respondents (t(54)=4.43, p<.001). Internal effects were considered to be more severe than external 

effects (t(101)=2.56, p<.05) only by public sector communicators (t(49)=2.93, p<.01). Business 

communicators thought external effects were more significant than government communicators 

(t(101)=2.12, p<.05). 

 

Strategies 

 

Rumor strategies were common in most organizations (figure 3). All strategies, apart from "search for 

and/or seek to punish people who planted the rumor", "spread counter rumors" and "establish a rumor 

hotline", had been used by the majority of the respondents and the top eight were reported by at least 

80%. The three most effective strategies were "specifically attempt to increase trust", "set time line for 

official message that will contain full information" and "deny the rumor with a point-by-point 

explanation". Furthermore, respondents did not consider "search for and/or seek to punish people who 

planted the rumor" and "spread counter rumors" to be very effective strategies. A striking finding was 

that some strategies were only used by a limited part of the group but these respondents thought they 

were quite effective. The clearest example is that just over half of the respondents (55,1%) had ever 

asked an outside source to deny the rumor but out of the 20 options, this strategy came out as the 

sixth most effective.  
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Figure 3: Prevalence and mean effectiveness of strategies to prevent and combat rumors 

 

Note. Strategies are in decreasing order by the percentage of respondents who had ever used the strategy.  Mean effectiveness 

ratings are on a scale where 1, 2, and 3 indicate low, medium and high average effectiveness, respectively. “+” indicates an 

enhancing formal communications strategy, “O” indicates a structuring uncertainty strategy. “/” indicates the item was not 

assigned to any of the given components. N ranged from 92 to 105. 

 

Respondents were asked to give an example of a recently used strategy. In these examples, they 

emphasized the importance of regular, open communication with all parties involved: employees, 

press, the public, politicians, pressure groups, but there were considerable differences between 

internal and external rumors. According to one of the respondents, and we share this opinion, it is 

easier to handle internal rumors: it is clearer who needs to be reached and there are various 

possibilities to communicate with them directly.  

 

Private and public sector respondents' experience with and perceived effectiveness of rumor 

strategies differed strongly (figure 4). Most of the strategies were used more by business than by 

government communicators and in most cases the first group also thought they were more effective. 

Only "spreading counter rumors" was used more by public sector (M=.37, SD=.49; 0=never used; 

1=already used) than by private sector respondents (M=.17, SD=.38: t(95.20)=-2.29, p<.05). Nine 

strategies were used at least 20% more by private than by public sector respondents. These items can 
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be divided into two categories: the first group comprises strategies predominantly used to combat 

external rumors ("monitor Internet for rumor outbreak", "deny rumor by trusted outside source" and 

"establish a rumor hotline"), while the second group consists of actions aimed at the future ("explain 

how upcoming change decisions will be made", "set time line for official message that will contain full 

information", "state procedures by which the upcoming changes will be decided", "state values that will 

be used to guide the upcoming changes", "encourage potentially affected parties to prepare for the 

worst" and "establish committees that will explore options for people affected by upcoming change"). 

 

Figure 4: Prevalence and mean effectiveness of strategies to prevent and combat rumors by 

sector 

 

Note. Strategies are in decreasing order by the percentage of respondents who had ever used the strategy.  Mean effectiveness 

ratings are on a scale where 1, 2, and 3 indicate low, medium and high average effectiveness, respectively. “+” indicates an 

enhancing formal communications strategy, “O” indicates a structuring uncertainty strategy. “/” indicates the item was not 

assigned to any of the given components. N ranged from 92 to 105. 
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Using a principal component analysis, we tried to reduce the 17 effect items to a smaller set of 

meaningful dimensions but none of the analyses produced a good result. We therefore determined the 

alpha coefficient for the items that constituted a component in the study of DiFonzo and Bordia. Alpha 

coefficient for the eight structuring uncertainty items was .84, for the four enhancing formal 

communications coefficient was only .45. In our questionnaire, three extra strategies were included: 

"deny the rumor with a point-by-point explanation", "monitor Internet for rumor outbreak" and 

"denounce the motives of rumor spreaders". As these strategies aim at strengthening the own 

communication, it was not surprising that they fitted the enhancing formal communications component 

best. This addition raised alpha's coefficient to .67. The five items that failed to load on either of the 

components in DiFonzo and Bordia's study also lowered alpha's coefficients in our study and were 

therefore not included in the final result.  

 

For both components, prevalence and perceived effectiveness were calculated. Enhancing formal 

communications strategies were reported significantly more than structuring uncertainty strategies 

(t(105)=-2.81, p<.01). This difference is in fact only true for government communicators: when splitting 

the results, we only find a significant difference here (t(53)=-4.46 p<.001). Both the structuring 

uncertainty strategies (t(88.80)=6.73, p<.001) and the enhancing formal communications strategies 

(t(105)=2.27, p<.001) were used more by business than by government communication practitioners.  

Both groups of respondents perceived the two types of strategies as equally effective. The structuring 

uncertainty strategies (t(99)=3.48, p=.001) and the enhancing formal communications strategies 

(t(104)=3.82, p<.001) were both considered more effective by private sector than by public sector 

respondents.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Differences and similarities between private and public sector communicators 

 

The expansion of DiFonzo and Bordia‟s initial sample to communication practitioners of the public 

sector proved to be an interesting choice. Several authors (e.g., Liu et al., 2010; Gelders et al., 2007) 

already put forward some points of difference between the private and the public sector in terms of 
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communication management. Our study shows there are also differences in the manner in which 

communication practitioners of both sectors experience and (say to) deal with organizational rumors. 

Due to the limited number of empirical studies comparing the private and the public sectors as well as 

private and public sector communication, we can only formulate tentative explanations for the 

differences we have found. 

 

In general, government communicators encountered harmful rumors more frequently. Almost 80% of 

public sector respondents reported hearing a rumor monthly as compared with 50% of private sector 

respondents. Compared with private organizations, a smaller number of internal rumors in public 

organizations were about job security. This finding is not surprising as job security in Belgium is 

significantly higher for civil servants than for profit sector employees (Brans & Hondeghem, 1999). 

Equal parts of both groups had experienced bad press as a result of a rumor, but this effect was 

considered to be more severe by business communicators. In fact, they even rated bad press as the 

single most serious consequence of rumors. This finding is not in line with the American results of Liu 

et al. (2010) which indicate that it is more often the public sector communicators saying that the media 

reports negatively about their organization, nor with Neijens and Smit (2006), who found that Dutch 

business and government PR practitioners were equally satisfied with the quality of media reporting 

about organizations. 

Finally, most strategies had been used by more business communicators and they also thought these 

strategies were more effective than did government communicators. Only for "spreading counter 

rumors" it was the other way around. 

 

A possible explanation for the fact that government communicators are confronted with rumors more 

often is the capricious political climate (Liu et al., 2010; Gelders et al., 2007). The complex 

environment possibly does not only bring about more rumors, but also makes it harder to combat 

these rumors. This could explain why government communicators were  convinced less by the 

effectiveness of the proposed strategies. Maybe that is even why they do not try to combat the rumors; 

they know it will be harder to get a handle on them. 

This difference in prevalence might also have to do with the specific types of strategies. A first group of 

strategies that are used by at least 20% more of the private sector than public sector respondents can 
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be labeled as strategies that would mostly be used to combat external rumors (e.g., monitor the 

Internet). As government communicators appear to care less about the external effects of 

organizational rumors than business communicators do, it is not surprising that they do not put in as 

much effort to combat these rumors. The second group that can be distinguished is comprised of 

strategies that are aimed at the future (e.g., explain how upcoming decisions will be made). This can 

be seen in the light of the capricious political context government communicators work in: they have 

very little certainty about future events and decisions and they do not want to make statements about 

anything that is beyond their control. Party politics might explain why government communicators 

spread more counter-rumors than their business colleagues. 

Other more general explanations for the fact that fewer public sector respondents have applied the 

suggested strategies are also possible. Maybe they have less time to tackle rumors because they  

focus more on other aspects of their job. The question about public relations activities showed that 

business communicators spend considerably more time on reputation management than government 

communicators. Although business communicators hear rumors less often and do not experience the 

negative effects more frequently or find them more severe, they probably react to harmful rumors 

immediately so the organizational reputation would not be sullied. 

There is another reason there might be a difference in expertise between the two groups of 

communication practitioners. It can be a direct result of the sample as the public sector respondents 

had considerably less experience in communication. On the other hand, this might be a specific trait of 

the public sector as government communication in Belgium is a very young discipline compared to 

government communication in other countries (e.g., Coninckx, 2004) and to business communication 

in Belgium (for example: there are fewer specialized government communication courses and “they 

largely failed to tap into the specifics of this field”; Pauwels & Van Gorp, 2004, p. 37). 

Finally, one might think government communicators are not less experienced in combating rumors but 

in combating rumors using the strategies we suggested. However, the data conflict with this reasoning: 

respondents were given the chance to mention other strategies but only a few did and most of these 

suggestions came down to one of the 20 strategies listed. 
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Differences and similarities between the Belgian and American study 

 

We could not compare Belgian and American respondents directly because the groups differed in 

more ways than just their nationality. First, half of our sample was comprised of government 

communicators, whereas in the American study they were not surveyed. Second, Belgian and 

American respondents differed strongly on some demographics. Belgian respondents were younger 

and less experienced in the field of communication and the number of women was larger. The results 

of the American study were therefore used as a guideline for interpretation rather than as a benchmark 

to draw firm conclusions. Note: To ensure readability this remark will not continuously be repeated. 

 

Belgian respondents experienced harmful rumors far less frequently than their American colleagues: 

once per month compared to once per week. A possible explanation is that American respondents had 

considerably more experience in communication. As a consequence, they probably have been in 

contact with rumors more often, which might skew their perception of frequency. However, the results 

of this study conflict with this assumption: respondents with at least 20 years of experience reported a 

lower frequency of rumors than did their less experienced colleagues, although this difference was not 

significant. The fact that we included government communicators does not offer an explanation either: 

this group came more frequently into touch with rumors than the private sector communicators and 

thus even raised the average. 

Types of rumors were quite similar: both studies found internal rumors to be mostly about personnel 

changes, whereas external rumors seemed to usually deal with the reputation of the organization. 

Belgian communicators, more than American respondents, mentioned other types of rumors than the 

ones suggested such as working conditions and financial matters. 

The findings on prevalence and severity of the 17 rumor effects resembled those of DiFonzo and 

Bordia just like the results of the principal component analyses. In general, organizations were 

confronted most often with internal effects of corporate rumors and public sector respondents 

perceived them as more severe than external effects. The psychological effects on employees were 

mentioned as a grave consequence while only a few respondents wrote about economic losses. 

Belgian respondents seemed to have less experience with the listed strategies and some strategies 

were even remarkably less common than in the USA. For example, only 20% of Belgian respondents 
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were familiar with the establishment of a rumor hotline while 10 years ago already 75% of American 

respondents had used this strategy. The relatively weak professionalization of the Belgian public 

relations domain (Van Gorp & Pauwels, 2007) can account for this finding. A stronger 

professionalization is therefore necessary so Belgian communication practitioners become acquainted 

with less common strategies to combat rumors. Our results show that some effective strategies were 

used by few respondents. Denying the rumor by a trusted outside source, for example, was only used 

by half of the respondents but they considered it to be more effective than most of the other strategies. 

"Enhancing formal communication" strategies had been applied by more public sector respondents 

than the "structuring uncertainty" strategies but as in the American study, they were perceived as 

equally effective by all respondents. 

 

Limitations and suggestions for future research 

 

As in every study, certain limitations should be kept in mind with some already mentioned by DiFonzo 

and Bordia (2000). 

First, inherent in all survey research, data were self-reported. Although such a study can produce 

interesting insights into people's perception, biases are always possible. Like DiFonzo and Bordia's, 

our study is descriptive. Predictive research, based on experimental designs for example, may focus 

on the „real effectiveness‟ of specific rumor strategies, and may consequently result in specific 

recommendations for daily practice.  

Second, the sample size was rather small despite great efforts to reach potential respondents. The 

185 incomplete questionnaires make us conclude that many were initially prepared to participate but 

were eventually scared off by the subject's complexity. Nevertheless, we obtained a sufficient number 

of completed questionnaires which made interesting analyses possible. For future research it is 

advisable to include enough public sector respondents to make a comparison between communicators 

of different government levels possible as a recent study of Horsley, Liu & Levenshus (2010) shows 

interesting results on this part. 

Third, the final sample may not be representative of the initial sample since communicators with less 

rumor experience supposedly did not finish the questionnaire. However, this bias gave us the 

opportunity to collect a vast amount of rich information regarding the subject. DiFonzo and Bordia 
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stated their sample may have been representative of the highest level of PR practitioners, but we 

managed to survey at least an equally diverse group: we even included governmental organizations. 

Fourth, during the analyses, we became aware of some weaknesses in the questionnaire. However, 

this gave us the opportunity to improve the questionnaire for future research. We would suggest 

adding categories to the types of internal and external rumors such as working conditions, financial 

matters, reorganizations and future products. Next, questions about effects and strategies should be 

formulated more specifically as answers may vary according to the verity of the rumor and to whether 

the rumor is internal or external. It is also interesting to know in what way respondents think strategies 

are effective: in reducing rumor transmission, belief or anxiety.  

 

Knowing communication practitioners‟ perceptions of rumor communication is essential to gain insight 

into their experience and behavior. Since our study brought forth some important suggestions to 

improve the questionnaire, future studies can continue along this path and further explore rumor 

perceptions of both communicators and stakeholders. As the biggest concern of managers and 

communication practitioners still is to prevent or, if necessary, neutralize harmful rumors as quickly as 

possible, we  recommend using experimental methods to verify the perceived effectiveness of certain 

strategies. Research into the actual use of strategies would be valuable as well but this requires 

participating observation and thus involves an exceptional degree of confidentiality. 

As this study attempted to compare two segments of the PR practitioner community within a single 

country, it also offers an interesting opportunity for theory building. However, in order to do so, it 

seems required to first test the government communication decision wheel (Horsley et al., 2010) in the 

complex Belgian context.  

 

NOTES 

 

1
 Mean severity ratings are on a scale where 1, 2, and 3 indicate small, medium and large average 

effects, respectively. 

2
 Mean effectiveness ratings are on a scale where 1, 2, and 3 indicate low, medium and high average 

effectiveness, respectively. 
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3
 Where 1=less than once per year, 2=yearly, 3=semi-annually, 4=quarterly, 5= monthly, 6= weekly, 

7=daily, and 8=more than once per day 

4
 Each component was highly reliable: alpha coefficient for internal effects was .85; for external effects 

.84.  

5
 The condition was stipulated that an item loading should be at least .50 to load on a given 

component. This condition was based on Stevens' (2009, p. 332) critical values.   
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