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Introduction

Thinking without using language is very difficult, if not impossible. Almost all human activities happen in a linguistic world. “Human beings are fundamentally linguistic beings: action happens in language in a world constituted through language” (Flores, Graves, Winograd, & Hertfield, 1988, p. 159).  Language is the tool to recreate the reality in our minds and the bridge of understanding between human beings. Action is coordinated when people capture a similar meaning from a sequence of words. People can make decisions, work together, and pursue common goals because they have a common language to talk about those goals and to coordinate actions to reach them. Language is, therefore, not only a set of distinctions to represent the world but also a set of distinctions to re-create the word around us. The Speech-Act Theory places the emphasis in this peculiar human condition and develops a set of categories to analyze and understand human interactions through language.
Work is a defining part of the human experience and involves much interpersonal interaction; hence job satisfaction, or an employee’s feelings and physical portrayal of feelings toward the workplace, can be affected by the quality of interpersonal communication.  The work people perform profoundly affects the definition of self, as well as the emotional, social, physical, and spiritual elements of life (Harter, Schmidt, & Keyes, 2002). Recent research has positively linked job satisfaction with life satisfaction, giving a new perspective to the satisfaction of employees (Judge & Watanabe, 1993). It is often ignored that satisfied, emotionally engaged employees are more successful, have lower rates of unemployment, take workplace safety more seriously, and can positively affect the bottom-line of company growth and profit (Brown & Leigh, 1996; Buckingham & Coffman, 1999; Miller, Ellis, Zook, & Lyles, 1990; Wagner & Harter, 2006). Happiness is tied to the work experience; however, this connection is rarely observed from the employment standpoint. Time and meaningful engagement in activity cannot be ignored when looking at life satisfaction, job satisfaction, or emotional employee engagement (Wallis, 2005). Evidence of the linkage is clear; employers that create and maintain environments for satisfaction through emotional engagement are largely more successful than those who chose to ignore the literature (Wagner & Harter, 2006).   

Learning organizations have become an emerging trend in business as a way for organizations to address problems, issues, and performance gaps within their business units and with their employees.  According to Senge (2006), “as the world becomes more interconnected and business becomes more complex and dynamic, work must be done more “learningful”.  It is no longer sufficient to have one person learning for the organization…” (p. 4).  The traditional view of innovation, change, and new ideas coming from one manager or an upper management executive is what limits learning from taking place at all levels of an organization.  The key to how organizations learn is that the learning takes place at all levels through the collaboration of many individuals, also known as team learning (Senge, 2006).   A key indicator of the effectiveness in creating a learning organization, particularly in a team environment, has been the role of communication.  According to Barker and Camarata (1998), “effective communication is seen in employees collaborating, interacting, and engaging with others in ways which help them understand the importance and meaning of that engagement”. [needs page number]  Thus, learning organizations can form excellent environments to maximize employee engagement and job satisfaction.

According to Michael Marquardt (2002), five subsystems all work in tandem to form a learning organization: learning, knowledge, technology, organization, and people.  The Speech-Act Theory, when applied in an organizational context, addresses the flow of knowledge through technology (van Reijswoud, Mulder, & Dietz, 1999), but neglects the very important aspects of the role of people and interpersonal communication within the learning organization.  This creates a critical imbalance in this systemic functioning of the learning organization, neglecting the employees’ needs to be engaged and satisfied to contribute to the organizational goals (Hardaker & Fill, 2005; Murphy & Davey, 2002).  However, improved communication can help address this imbalance in the learning organization by addressing the interpersonal dynamics within the learning organization (Hardaker & Fill, 2005). 
Employees feel most motivated and satisfied when they hold a view of themselves as constantly gaining knowledge (Sullivan, 1988), a definite key component to building a successful learning organization.  However, as useful a tool technology may be within the learning organization, open and honest communication, including through interpersonal contact, plays a primary role in gaining essential knowledge (Barker & Camarta, 1998).  Changing the quality and depth of communication in an organization constitutes an exceptionally daunting task (Suchan, 2006).  Although technological communication tools can address vital needs for quick access to knowledge and information within a learning organization, clear communication about the vision of building a learning organization, defining and refining the individual employee’s role within it, and knowing how communication and knowledge flows within it can invariably be improved through interpersonal contact.  The purpose of this paper is to analyze the application of the Speech-Act Theory in an interpersonal context to improve communication in learning organizations.

The Speech-Act Theory

A Brief History of the Speech-Act Theory

The Speech-Act Theory is built upon the argument that human existence is defined by the ability to coordinate efforts through the use of language.  Through the use of language, people create images from others and construct reality through words. The Speech-Act Theory is grounded on the constructivist paradigm, meaning reality does not exist independently of the individual. Therefore, human beings cannot listen without interpreting what is being said by others.  The Speech-Act Theory could be conceived of as a toolkit to check the interpretation people form from each other’s speech. Paying attention to the language as a central capacity of human beings, great strides can be made in understanding our own speech and relating to each other. 

The Speech-Act Theory has its basis in the work of British philosopher John Austin (1975), who developed much of the current terminology of the Speech-Act Theory. Later, the American philosopher John Searle made a key contribution explaining why language not only describes reality but also creates it. From the contribution of Searle, a window opened to apply the finding of the philosophy of language to other disciplines other than pure philosophy. Another important contribution comes from Fernando Flores and Terry Winograd. They worked in the computer science department of Stanford University. Flores and Winograd developed, in the late 1980’s, software called the coordinator. This software uses the Speech-Act Theory to reduce communicational discrepancies of teams, making them more effective when coordinating actions. Flores and Winograd rearranged John Searle’s work to make the Speech-Act Theory friendly and understandable. Flores and Winograd used the basis of speech acts to propose an ontology to understand people, teams, and organizations. 

The Speech Acts

To understand the implications of the Speech-Act Theory, it is necessary to understand the taxonomy proposed by John L. Searle. Searle established a taxonomy encompassing four fundamental speech acts: requests, promises, assertions, and declaration (Searle, 1975).  Requests and promises are common speech acts used in organizations. Supervisors usually request things from subordinates that subordinates promise to accomplish. For instance, “Please send me the report by tomorrow before noon” is a request. The employee could say, “Yes, I will” or, “I am out tomorrow.  I do not have time to finish the report by tomorrow before noon.” If the employee says yes, then the request becomes a promise. A promise involves two people; a request involves only one. When somebody accepts a request, it creates a new condition in the future. Something before the promise that was not possible will be possible after the promise. But are all the promises that people receive always accomplished? Of course not; then another speech act comes up: declarations. 
Declarations are assessments that we perform about how people or things will behave in the future in relation to us. This speech act is a kind of compass human beings use to anticipate the world that will come. If somebody does not accomplish his or her promises, then someone learns to not believe what that person says. A declaration is an assessment performed about something or somebody. These declarations determine the space of possibilities individuals have in relationship with something or somebody.  Declarations do not describe the world; rather, they create it. When people say, “My boss did not accomplish the raise that he promised me; he is insincere,” they do not describe their boss.  They create him or her in their minds according to what he or she did in the past.  Their declaration will determine the way they will behave in the future regarding their boss. 

The next and last speech act proposed by Searle, and further developed by Winograd and Flores, is the assertion. Assertions are the speech acts people use to describe the world. It is the most passive speech act because it appears once the reality is already there. Different from declaration, assertions allow us to use universal convention to describe what we perceive through our senses, such as, “My boss is a six foot tall male.” It is the reality that precedes the speech. First, the boss is 6 feet tall, and then the person can describe it. When someone declares, “My boss is selfish”, his or her declaration originates from his or her idea about the selfishness of his or her boss.  There was not selfishness before the person declared it. 


Understanding human interactions through the lens of the Speech-Act Theory has several implications. The type of implicit commitment we have associated to what we said is different for each speech act.  For instance, when someone asserts, “Somebody is six feet tall,” he or she is committed with the truthfulness of his or her assertion.  He or she acquires a social responsibility in front of the community that is listening to me. In other words, he or she signs an implicit contract to support evidence of what he or she is saying is true. If it is not true, he or she suffers consequences in term of the assessment of trust that people make about me. It is important to point out that trust is a basic condition to people believe promises, accept requests, or consider declarations. If people distrust someone’s words, they are very limited in building a future with others.  

The Cycle of Work 

Flores and Winograd created a diagram to describe the basic ontology of work. They distinguish between clients and providers to make more explicit how speech acts operate at work. The provider is someone who makes the promise, and the client is someone who receives the promise.  In the same relationship, people can be clients and providers at the same time, but regarding different promises. In fact, any employee is a client in the domain of salary. When the pay day comes, it is the employee who has the promise of being paid from the employer. 

Any action at the workplace starts with a request. If the action is accepted, this request becomes a promise. Promises have typical features regarding deadlines, minimum standards, and involve two people. After the promise has been communicated, the timeframe agreed is used to implement the standard of the promise. When the provider considers the promise’s standards agreed have been reached, namely when the provider declares the promise is completed, the client is notified the promise is done. If the client feels comfortable with the standard reached, he or she will consider the promise accomplished, and this work cycle will be closed. Usually, workers do not have this set of distinctions to analyze the cycles they have opened in the organization and to identify in what part of the cycle they are with specific providers (Reilly, 1997). This has high costs in levels of customer satisfaction of internal and external clients. Most of the time, subordinates accept requests, but managers (providers) never know if that request was finally a promise accomplished or not. The lack of monitoring over the cycle of work has costs for both sides. Not only do managers have problems coordinating actions with others, but also good providers never harvest the benefit of being good providers if they do not communicate when the cycle is closed. 

Job Satisfaction, Employee Engagement, and the Role of Communication

 A Brief Review of Job Satisfaction and Engagement

Job Satisfaction.  Research has demonstrated that job satisfaction is linked to organizational outcomes such as job performance, turnover, burnout, stress, and absenteeism. Perceived quality of supervision and employee involvement in decision-making are important organizational factors that affect the level of job satisfaction (Callan, 1993). There are several models that look at the processes of job satisfaction, such as Locke’s value theory and Hackman and Oldman’s job characteristic model. Both models describe a matching need between the desires and goals of the employee and the desires and goals of the organization. The lack of fit will create negative attitudes and outcomes toward the organization. Fit can be improved by providing more information upfront about a task has been found to increase job performance and job satisfaction (Schuler, 1979; Schuler & Blank, 1976).  Further research has demonstrated that providing effective communication will improve role clarification and expectations, which will lower employee stress and burnout (Miller, Ellis, Zook & Lyles, 1990). The job characteristic model predicts an increase in job performance and job satisfaction if employees perceive a match between their goals and the job that they are performing (Fried & Ferris, 1987; Hackman & Oldham, 1976). Reciprocally, if a discrepancy exists between what an employee desires in respect to their job, such as training, learning opportunities, or salary, the more dissatisfied they will experience with their job.
Employee Engagement.  The term engagement refers to an “individual’s involvement and satisfaction with as well as enthusiasm for work” (Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002, p. 269). Built on the work of Kahn (1990), engagement describes the intimate involvement with and framework of the work experience. When employees are engaged, they are emotionally connected to others and cognitively vigilant to the direction of the team (Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002). Engagement occurs when employees know what to expect, have the resources to complete their work, participate in opportunities for growth and feedback, and feel that they contribute significantly to the organization (2002).

Companies all over the world proclaim mission statements and guiding principles, but few employees can recite, let alone use, these statements to guide their work. This breakdown in communication is one the foundational engagement principals, helping employees know what is expected of them (Wagner & Harter, 2006). “Knowing what is expected is more than a job description. It is a detailed understanding of how what one is supposed to do fits in with everyone else is supposed to do and those expectations change when circumstances change” (p. 4). Effective communication, as defined in the Speech-Act Theory, provides clear, direct, and concrete examples for helping employees understand what is expected of them. Employees need to be able to answer the question, “What am I doing and why?” Without it, employees withdraw and become emotionally absent from their work (Kahn, 1990).  

Implications for Communication, Job Satisfaction, and Engagement

Communication as an engagement process develops the atmosphere of the workplace. Nothing breaks a team down like bad communication, miscommunication, or incomplete communication. Communication can be a powerful tool for the development of engaging environments or can significantly detract from it. The recognition of the employee is becoming increasingly important and a part of the corporate communication strategy (Hardaker & Fill, 2005). The necessity to establish employee commitment is achieved through clear, direct communication that explains, gives direction, and seeks buy-in from employees (2005). As the front line of the company, the manager plays the most influential role in the communication process. What a manager says can be motivating and incredibly powerful. Through the communication process, workers often develop their own version of work and respond to it as if it were true (Sullivan, 1988)

The Speech-Act Theory outlines the proper tools that employers should be utilizing to communicate to their employees in a clear, effective manner. Through proper communication, employees will understand expectations, become more engaged, and increase job satisfaction. It is imperative that employers create environments in which their employees are both emotionally and cognitively engaged by giving clear direction and expectation (Luthans & Peterson, 2002).  The employee and employer must work together to ensure that the requests and promises made throughout the work day get fulfilled in a satisfactory manner to close the cycle with positive declarations. To fulfill one’s word is to create greater satisfaction and engagement among everyone in the learning organization.  The inability to successfully complete the cycle of work jeopardizes the ability to communicate and learn, particularly in a team setting.
Communication and Team Learning

In order for team learning to take place individuals on the team need to learn to master dialogue and discussion (Senge, p. 220).  Dialogue and discussion are often used interchangeably; however, their meanings are quite different.  These two types of communication can greatly influence how a team works together because the intentions behind each of them are opposing.  Dialogue means the free flowing passage of words between people through the observation and exploration of thoughts, whereas discussion means the back and forth passage of words with the connotation of competition or making a point as the goal of the conversation (Senge, p. 225).  Teams who employ discussion as their means of communication are often focused on dominating or winning the conversation with their own individual points of view and the processes of listening, collaboration, or thought observation are not supported.  However, teams that communicate using dialogue can explore issues and receive feedback constructively because the premise of the conversation is to observe the collective thought process of the team and come to an agreed consensus.

A different conception of speech acts can be used to dissect discussion and dialogue and show the impact it has on team learning, which classifies terms into three categories: locutionary acts, illocutionary acts, and perlocutionary acts.  “…[L]ocutionary acts focuses on the meaning of words; illocutionary acts, focused on what the speaker is doing while talking; and perlocutionary acts, what the speaker hopes to accomplish” (Sullivan, 1988, p. 108).  When applying this methodology to the discussion method of communication, what governs its meaning can be interpreted through each act.  For example, if a male team member says “I believe the best way to solve this problem is to outsource it to India.”  The locutionary meaning is that he feels his way is the better or only solution to the problem.  The illocutionary meaning is that he feels that any other suggestion that is not in alignment with his point of view is not the best way and is not to be considered.  The perlocutionary meaning is that he feels his way is the best way so he wants to convince the other members of his team that they should choose his solution.  From this analysis, word choice, connotation, and meaning are all important in how thoughts and ideas are communicated.  

Alternatively, using dialogue to communicate an idea will mean the use of different word, thus creating different meanings and thoughts.  For example, if another make team member said, “Another way to solve this problem might be outsourcing it to India.”  The same solution is being offered; however, the manner in which it communicated is quite different.  From a locutionary standpoint, his use of “way” suggests that another option or means in which to solve the problem is through outsourcing; however, he is not saying it is the only or best option.  Illocutionary speech acts shows that by choosing the word “might”, the thought process and idea is not definitive nor does he sound married to the idea.  The locutionary meaning in this phrase is that he is offering his idea for the group to talk about and he wants input as to whether the idea is a viable solution for the problem.  

By using a slightly modified theoretical construct of speech acts to examine dialogue and discussion methods of communication, it becomes apparent how important communication is in learning organizations and team learning.  “What potentially makes the communication in learning organizations different from that in other organizations is the dissemination and shared interpretation of information.  The amount, timing, and kinds of communication used are paramount to learning” (Barker & Camarata, 1998, p. 444).  In order for a learning organization to succeed in team learning, teams use dialogue as the preferred communication method because it allows for communication to be open, non-defensive, and deliberate.  In order for team learning to thrive, communication between members must have respect for each other’s thoughts and ideas.  Thus, with regards to the Speech-Act Theory, the cycle of work that follows begins with a request or offer for information, a promise to listen to any and all views about the subject at hand, and ends with a positive declaration about the communication process itself and the goals accomplished.  Successful team communication and learning helps provide essential building blocks for the successful learning organization.
Implications for the Learning Organization

Application of the Speech-Act Theory in the Learning Organization


Certain preconditions exist for effective communication in a learning organization: trust, commitment, and perceived organizational support (Barker & Camarta, 1998).  Leaders and employees alike must trust one another to fulfill a promise or provide an offer or request for information without fear of retribution.  Also, if leaders and employees see that promises get fulfilled, it increases job satisfaction and engagement to further deepen the commitment to make the learning organization a genuine success.  Finally, satisfied and engaged employees can make positive declarations about their willingness to support learning efforts at all levels of the organization if they perceive strong organizational support for them.  Addressing these three preconditions at the interpersonal level with the Speech-Act Theory can do much to enhance organizational communication and learning.  Managers and subordinates alike build stronger work units capable of helping the organization learn and adapt to any changes that the future may bring.  The key to this lies in effective communication through successful completion of the cycle of work.
Systematic Implications: People

To successfully create an environment rich in the three preconditions for improving organizational communication, great emphasis must be placed on the people subsystem of the learning organization.  First of all, the ability to make a clear offer or request for information, fulfill a promise, and make assessments about job performance can assist the managerial roles of an instructor, coach, and mentor, as well as advocate.  Also, it can improve managerial skills in building a shared vision, encouraging creativity, and inspiring learning and action.  The same capabilities can improve the employee’s ability to accept responsibility and develop a strategy for her his or her own learning.  Finally, an organization able to recognize offers or requests for information, fulfill promises, and receive positive declarations about service from customers, business partners or allies, suppliers and vendors, and the community can stand to benefit significantly in its overall performance.  In each of these instances, interpersonal communication forms the basis for the individual’s and organization’s success; the Speech-Act Theory helps people identify the basic components of communicating with one another and more effectively serve each other’s needs.
Conclusion

By examining critical factors to the success of a learning organization, such as job satisfaction and engagement, team learning, and the people subsystem through the lens of the Speech-Act Theory, it provides some basic recommendations for strengthening the learning organization.  First, help employees become satisfied and engaged with their work.  “Employees who know what is expected of them, understand their purpose or mission, who are given opportunities to excel or grow, and who are constantly seeking information regarding how to improve their progress are more likely to experience success” (Luthans & Peterson, 2002, p. 385).  Clearly, these form some of the very basic components for a learning organization.  Second, strongly encourage team dialogue and discussion to facilitate the learning process.  Work hard to ensure that the cycle of work makes a full completion to everyone’s satisfaction.  Finally, make sure all communication processes are preceded by trust, commitment, and organizational support.  Without these preconditions, no one will be able to communicate or learn.  
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