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Abstract 
Digital messaging platforms have become essential infrastructure for collaborative project work, yet we lack systematic understanding of how students use language performatively to coordinate tasks in these spaces. Whilst studies have examined social media usage patterns, few apply robust theoretical frameworks to analyse the communicative intentions in project-based messaging. This paper addresses this gap by investigating speech acts, i.e., the performative dimensions of language, in student group communication across different project stages. Through vignette-based analysis of 204 university students' responses, we demonstrate that speech act patterns: directives, expressives, commissives, and assertives, vary significantly by project stage rather than by demographic factors such as gender, age, or discipline. Students strategically adapt their communicative intentions—requesting, apologising, committing, or asserting—based on task context rather than personal characteristics. These findings advance Speech Acts theory in digital contexts and offer practical implications for supporting effective collaboration in educational and professional settings through contextually appropriate communication.


Keywords: Group communication, Social media, Speech acts, Task orientation

1.0	Introduction
Collaborative project work increasingly unfolds through digital messaging platforms rather than face-to-face meetings. Whether in WhatsApp groups, Microsoft Teams channels, or Slack workspaces, teams now coordinate tasks, negotiate responsibilities, and resolve conflicts through group chats (Treem and Leonardi, 2013). Yet whilst these platforms have become the infrastructure for collaboration, we know surprisingly little about how people use language as performative action in these spaces. When someone writes "can someone check this?" they are not merely transmitting information. Instead, they are performing a request intended to produce certain action. When another responds "sorry, I'm behind schedule," they perform an apology whilst implicitly negotiating task timelines. Streams of communication are composed in the rhythm of everyday conversation and project timelines (Ansari and Khan, 2020). Yet, while messaging systems are integral to how people now collaborate, understanding the pattern of communicative intention remains hidden (Karimi et al, 2024). This shift to text-based coordination could carry risks. When communicative intentions are misaligned, e.g., when a request is perceived as mere information-sharing, or when a commitment is interpreted as a vague suggestion, coordination failures follow. A team member who reads "it would be good to check the figures" as an observation rather than a directive may never act on it; a response of "I'll try to look at it" may be understood as a firm commitment by one party and a tentative possibility by another. Such misalignments, compounded across dozens of daily messages, can erode trust, duplicate effort, and ultimately jeopardise project outcomes. By understanding the performative nature of chat messages (Orlikowski and Scott, 2013), we can inform both the design of collaboration platforms and the development of communication guidance for students and professionals navigating increasingly text-dependent teamwork. 

This paper addresses these gaps by investigating how students employ speech acts across different project stages in digital group messaging. Drawing on Speech Act theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969), we analyse how directives (requests, suggestions), expressives (apologies, thanks), commissives (promises, commitments), and assertives (statements, claims) function to coordinate collaborative work, through a vignette-based study with 204 university students, presenting eight scenarios representing different project stages and analysing their responses through the lens of Speech Act theory. The paper reviews relevant literature, describes our vignette methodology, presents findings, discusses implications, and concludes. 

2.0	Relevant Work 
 
2.1	 Digital Collaboration  
Digital communication platforms have fundamentally transformed how collaborative work unfolds in both industry and educational contexts. These platforms afford virtual co-presence, collective problem-solving, and persistent communication histories, that are features crucial to effective project coordination. Research demonstrates that social media tools provide software developers opportunities to learn from one another and offer motivational support throughout development cycles (Ansari and Khan, 2020). This recognition has spawned dedicated project management platforms such as Trello and Asana, which integrate social media features like commenting and notifications with task tracking, acknowledging that successful projects require both instrumental coordination and social interaction. 
Group messaging platforms possess distinctive affordances that differentiate them from other communication modes and warrant specific investigation. Unlike email, which typically follows formal conventions and tolerates delayed responses measured in hours or days, group messaging operates with an informal register and carries implicit expectations of rapid reply. Unlike face-to-face interaction, messaging lacks the non-verbal cues, such as the tone of voice, facial expression, and physical presence, that help interlocutors interpret communicative intent and detect misunderstanding in real time. Furthermore, group messaging is characterised by collective visibility, as the messages remain accessible to all group members, creating a shared textual record that serves both as coordination infrastructure and as an archive of commitments made and tasks assigned (Leonardi, Huysman, and Steinfield, 2013). This visibility means that speech acts performed in group chats carry a particular social weight, e.g., a public commitment to complete a task, that could differ meaningfully from a private promise. These features position group messaging as a hybrid communication form. Understanding how students navigate these affordances when coordinating project work requires analytical frameworks attuned to the performative dimensions of language in this specific context.
In the context of higher education, groupwork is highly beneficial for teaching students the soft skills of working together as a team, that go beyond subject knowledge (Smith et al, 2009). Research has shown that collaborative learning promotes many skills needed in industry such as good communication, teamwork, sharing ideas, dealing with conflict and problem solving (Hammar Chiriac, 2014). Although there are often some restrictions on groupwork in academic assessment (often due to complexities of individualised marking allocation) it remains prevalent in higher education.  
Many studies have identified students as active users of social media. For instance, Smith and Storrs (2023) found that undergraduate students spent 2–3 hours a day on social media. This usage included academic endeavours such as discussing assignments, sharing resources, group planning and collaborating on group projects. Greenhow et al., (2020) showed how social media can enable participation and active learning and Tess (2013) has shown how social media can enhance idea-sharing and collaboration. Therefore, it is no surprise that, in groupwork settings, students typically deploy social media as a tool to coordinate their activities. In order to teach students appropriate techniques to negotiate often complex team dynamics and communication we need to understand how students speak to one another in a text based social media particularly in contexts where different kinds of action are desired to reach the intended outcome.
Despite social media's centrality to student collaboration, relatively few studies have systematically examined task-based communication behaviours in project contexts. Conde et al. (2020) took a learner analytics approach to analyse student project related activity in the Telegram app comparing communications measures, such as the numbers of long and short messages sent, with average grades. Ferdous and Ikram (2017) carried out content analysis of three Facebook groups’ communications by software engineering students. Ngaleka & Uys (2013) carried out conversation analysis of WhatsApp chats produced by students collaborating on research assignments. Juárez-Ramírez, Pimienta-Romo and Ocegueda-Miramontes (2013) produced a classification of interaction types between team members in distributed student programming projects, based on the authors’ “personal experience in project management”. Two of these studies (Ferdous and Ikram, 2017; Juárez-Ramírez, Pimienta-Romo and Ocegueda-Miramontes, 2013) while they consider the content of communication, lack theoretical foundations for their classifications of communication types. 
2.2	Speech Act Theory and Socio-Technical Perspective 

Speech Act theory, developed by Austin (1962) and refined by Searle (1969, 1979), provides a theoretically grounded framework for analysing the performative dimensions of language. The theory of Speech Acts puts forward that different communicative purposes are served by different communicative (i.e. speech) acts: suggestions, requests, promises, questions, commitments, emotional expressions.  These speech act functions can occur individually or within group narratives.  They also provide a framework for understanding communication that needs to occur to complete project. Searle (1969) described speech acts as description and action.  For example, by requesting something, a person is saying they would like something done and expecting the hearer of the utterance to perform said action.  A speech act is broken down into the locutionary text (the literal utterance), the illocutionary text (the intended meaning) and the perlocutionary (how an utterance is understood, and its actual effect).  The illocutionary speech, or the speaker's intent the purpose of the act) can be broken down into 5 categories: assertive (the speaker states something is the case), directive (the speaker tries to make the hearer perform an action), commissive (the speaker commits to performing an action), expressive (expresses how the speaker feels) and declarative (changes the state of the world, e.g. “I do” spoken in the context of a marriage ceremony). Speech act analysis can uncover how groupwork conversations involve the coordination of activity, negotiation of tasks, expression of emotions and commitments to undertake work, thus providing an understanding of the collaborative dynamics at work (Searle, 1979 and Vanderveken, 1990).  
 
Viewing digital communication through a socio-technical lens emphasises that messaging platforms are not neutral conduits but active elements shaping collaborative practices (Orlikowski and Scott, 2016). Previous studies have shown that digital communication tools result in more than transmission of information (Hutchby, 2013). People will respond, perform and act upon the information that is conveyed to them. It is therefore crucial to be aware of the intended action from a speech utterance, because if we do not understand the intention of the speech, detrimental circumstances can unfold, reiterating well-known understanding that technology can both enable and restrain collaborative practices (Desanctis and Poole, 1994). For example, if the responder does not complete the intended action after hearing the speech utterance, a project may fail. Misalignment between intended illocutionary force and perceived meaning has been shown to disrupt coordination, team working, damage trust, and jeopardise collaborative outcomes in virtual project environments (Winograd & Flores, 1986; Maznevski and Chudoba, 2000). Understanding speech acts in digital project work therefore has practical implications for system design, team training, and communication guidance. 
 
2.3	Research Gap and Study Contribution 
 
This study investigates two research questions. First, we establish the landscape of messaging platform usage: RQ1: Which social media platforms do students use for groupwork collaboration? Understanding platform preferences provides essential context for interpreting communication patterns, particularly as different platforms offer different affordances for coordination.  
 
Second, we examine the core theoretical question: RQ2: How do speech acts vary across different project stages in student group messaging? This question probes whether communicative intentions remain stable or shift as projects progress from formation through execution to completion, and whether such patterns are shaped by project context or individual characteristics. 
 
The theoretical significance of this study lies in extending the use of Speech Acts as an analytical lens for understanding project-based communication through the application of a vignette methodology. Although Speech Acts have been used to analyse digital communication (Dresner and Herring, 2010; Carr et al, 2012; Tsoumou, 2020; Jegede, 2024), we extend this area by looking at project-based communication and consider this through a vignette methodological approach.  
 
The research can also practically inform digital work communication strategies by understanding how people communicate and what types of speech are used at different project stages. This research can inform future research to ascertain which speech acts are typically used, should be used and which are more effective for different contexts. Businesses and organisations can then optimise their digital communication to produce the most successful outcomes.  This could be expanded, with social media influencers or corporate marketing campaigns being more successful in their communication and achieving the outcome that they’re looking for. Additionally, there are practical educational implications as the same understanding can help students to successfully communicate to get the best outcome in group project tasks and beyond. Understanding the communication patterns, through the research presented here, can inform students on best practice for adjusting their communication for future collaborate work (a vital skill for industry). In both areas, education and business, understanding communication patterns through the lens of its performative intent can help inform and guide the development of social media affordances and strategy that better support coordination, clarity of understanding and teamwork cohesion.  


3.0	Method

The core of the research used a vignette-based survey design. A vignette can be defined as “a short, carefully constructed description of a person, object, or situation, representing a systematic combination of characteristics” (Atzmueller and Steiner, 2010). The vignettes took the form of a snippet of dialog, to which participants were asked to respond. The data was collected using an electronic survey hosted on the Prolific research data collection platform. The survey questions, including literature sources used in the design, vignettes, raw data and the coding manual used in the qualitative analysis have been archived, and are available under a creative commons license at https://doi.org/10.17036/researchdata.aston.ac.uk.00000666.

A convenience sample of participants were selected using Prolific’s pre-screening features in 2023. All Prolific users must be over 18. To be included participants had to be current students of any gender or nationality. Their degree programme needed to be at any University where English is the main language of instruction, to give them the language skills to complete the vignettes. Three filter questions were applied to exclude students with less than 1 year of higher education, those who had not used a direct messaging app, and those who had not used one for a groupwork task.

	Vignette Content
	Waziak (2010) Framework
	Searle (1969) Speech Acts

	Start up: Your team have all provided their contact details and said hello in the chat and are trying to decide how to begin. What do you say?
	
	

	Bob: Has anyone ever done a business plan?
	Task-related
	Directive

	Ali: not me!
	
	Expressive

	Cathy: me neither but I looked online. we need exec summary, product description, market analysis, strategy, financial plan, stuff like that
	Informative
	Assertive

	Ali: should we find out about the widget first?
	Product
	Directive

	You: insert your response…
	
	


Table 1.	Example of vignette construction.

The survey comprised three parts. Firstly, five questions confirming consent; a negative response to any of these terminated the survey for the participant. Secondly, ten questions on demographics and experience of using social media. Thirdly, eight related vignettes constructed to follow the progress of a typical student project from inception to submission. The tone and broad narrative direction of the vignettes was inspired by chatlogs submitted by students taking a final year undergraduate project module in IT and Business. Neither the students’ actual text nor real events were used to preserve their privacy. In order to create a variety of realistic work scenarios within the vignettes, the Wasiak (2010) framework was used, which provides categorisation of business communication. Furthermore, the vignettes were written so that the final statements in the sequences, to which students were prompted to make their responses, also represent a range of speech acts. Before the main study, a pilot study was conducted that asked if the speech was typical for student group communication. This was confirmed by respondents. Similarly, a cycle of coding was undertaken and repeated to ensure inter-coder reliability, until a Kappa of 76% was achieved which is considered to be good/excellent (Landis & Koch, 1977). Table 1 provides one example of a vignette to be used in the study demonstrating how the exchange represents a range of both Waziak and speech acts elements. 

4.0	Results

The majority of the (n = 204) participants had substantial university experience with 73% of them having 3 or more years of experience and 94% being of 21 or over (table 2). There is an even gender balance (M/F 95/101) and representation from a good range of disciplines. The population of the sample is representative of experienced students.  

It was a requirement for participation in the study that the students had used messaging tools for collaborating on at least one group task, and they proved to be active users. All the participants reported using messaging apps at least once per day (Figure 1) and a small majority (54.4%) reported using them more than 9 times a day. In terms of time spent, about 2 thirds of students (68.7%) choose one of the options in the middle of the range between 30 minutes and 3 hours of usage per day.  
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Figure 1.	Intensity of messaging platform use as percent (%) of respondents, left: by number of times accessed per day, right: by time spent.
The messaging services (Figure 2, left), with users n>50 were WhatsApp (n=163), FaceBook Messenger (n=107), MSTeams (n=85), Telegram Messenger (n=65) and Instagram Direct (n=55). Typically, the students had used more than one messaging system, with only 15.2% selecting just one system. The average was 3.14 systems per user, and the maximum was 11 systems. 
 
The general usage of systems by number of users was similar to usage for groupwork activities (Figure 2). The teamwork use score for each system was 3 for each user who responded they had used it more than 3 tasks, 2 for 2-3 tasks and 1 for one task. The highest scoring systems were WhatsApp (score=449), MSTeams (score = 302), FaceBook Messenger (score = 290) and Instagram Direct (score = 102). Differences indicate systems which were more used for social purposes (TikTok, Instagram Direct, Twitter an SnapChat) and those used more for groupwork (MSTeams, and to a lesser extend, Zooom and VLEs).

The Declaration speech act was never used, perhaps because students lack the authority to change situations declaratively, but must negotiate decisions within peer groups. Students may feel that they do not have the authority for declaration statements, and this may evidence the idea of disempowerment and illocutionary silencing (Fisher, 2010).  Chi-squared tests were conducted to determine whether there were any differences in the patterns of speech act usage for the remaining four acts across different demographics and levels of social media usage and experience of using messaging tools in groupwork, across students from different disciplines and across the vignettes. These are summarised in Table 2. The only factor for which we could reject the null hypothesis that all responses come from the same population, was the vignette, the context they were responding in. This reinforces the idea that communication pattern is shaped by context (Fisher, 2010).
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Figure 2.	Left: Users per Messaging platform, right: usage score for number of groupwork tasks on Messaging platforms.


	Factor 
	Measured as 
	Chi-Squared P 

	Age 
	18-25, 25+ 
	0.36 

	Gender 
	Male, Female  
	0.77 

	Years at University 
	1, 2, 3 and 4+ 
	0.74 

	Groupwork frequency 
	<1, 1, 2 to 3 and 3+ projects 
	0.65 

	Discipline 
	Medical & Health Sciences 
Engineering & Technology 
Natural Sciences 
Social Sciences 
Business & Law 
Arts 
Humanities 
	0.99 

	Vignette 
	 
	0.00 


Table 2.	Chi-square results per factor.
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Figure 3.	Speech Acts per vignette.

In the start-up scenario the prompting message in the vignette is a question, a Directive. The most common response is also a Directive, but now taking the form of a suggestion about what actions the group should begin with. The second most common response is an Assertive, which sometimes responds to the earlier part of the chat to supply information on past experience with the business plan task, and is sometimes a statement of agreement. 

In Assigning tasks, the vignette places participants in an awkward position, having overslept and missed a planned meeting. Again, the prompting statement of the vignette is a Directive. The dominant speech act in the responses here, however, is Expressive, to apologise, and Commissive, since in this social situation the participant has little choice but to accept to undertake the actions proposed by their teammates. The Assertives used are, for instance, a statement concerning the cause of their absence. A few students were not truthful in their responses, supplying more socially acceptable excuses.

The Making Progress vignette flips the social dynamic. Now another person (Cathy) is unable to make a planned meeting, and her final speech acts are Expressive and Commissive. The Dominant speech act in the responses here is Directive, most often asking or suggesting to her to find some way to resolve the problem. The next most common are Expressive responses, typically reassuring her or expressing concern about the task. Assertives include variants of “I understand” which were coded as Assertives, but could be interpreted as indirect Expressives, illustrating the ambiguous nature of some of the messages, or that individuals have a pluralistic intention to their communication.

In the Friend in Need vignette, another team member (Ali) makes himself available to help. This practice of cooperative behaviour prompts Cathy to volunteer useful information with Assertive and Commissive final statements. Commissives are common to the response patterns here, as the respondents say what they will do in response to these offers of help and information. Expressives are also well used speech acts expressing thanks to the team members who have helped.

The Hard at Work vignette was included to illustrate the, not uncommon, situation in instant messaging where posts do not form a coherent dialogue (e.g. Ngaleka & Uys, 2013). It ends with three Directives, each in the form of a question as the team try to clarify their shared understanding. Assertives, stating an opinion on the issue, and Directives, suggesting steps to take to reach a mutual understanding, are the commonest communication actions used in this vignette. 

The Dispute vignette puts the respondents in a situation that requires conflict resolution, with the two other team members (Cathy and Bob) at odds with each other and both making Expressive speech acts. Directives dominate the responses here, but different forms are used, some participants ask questions, others give instructions. It is worth noting that, during coding, the Dispute scenario required more rounds of discussion and adjustment than most, as many participants made indirect or ambiguous speech acts under these conditions. There was little use of direct Expressives (despite a subtext of annoyance in some responses) or of Commissives, but some Assertives, such as stating possible compromises as an indirect Directive, did occur. Many respondents take a conciliatory approach, but some take the side of one or other teammate, either on the interpretation of facts or critiquing their behaviour. 

The Deadlines Approach vignette is similar to the Making Progress one, as one team member (Cathy) cannot fit in a face-to-face meeting, but on this occasion ends with a Commissive. There is no emergency here (unlike the Making Progress vignette) and the Directive speech act is dominant. Participants suggest practical actions, such as changing the meeting time or holding a video call instead.

The Submission vignette’s prompts are Expressive and Directive speech acts. It concerns social practices around celebrating successful completion of the project rather than task-related actions. It shares with Friend in Need the dominance of Expressive speech acts. The Expressives are up-beat, combining thanks and celebration. Commissives and Directives typically are either committing the speaker to going to the bar to celebrate the end of the project or include the whole group, making a Directive. Some Assertions could be interpreted as indirect formulations of other acts, typically indirect Expressives, such as “we deserve it”.

5.0	Discussion

In addressing RQ1 (Which social media platforms are used by students for groupwork?) we found that the intensity of messaging apps usage found in this study is in line with previous research e.g.  (Alkhalaf, Tekian and Park, 2018, Ogaji et al, 2017). The most used platforms for groupwork, WhatsApp, MSTeams, Facebook Messenger, Telegram Messenger and Instagram Direct, overlap with the most highly used platforms reported previously, in which WhatsApp, Instagram, FaceBook, YouTube and Twitter (now X) consistently appear in recent literature on the top 5 platforms used by students internationally, e.g. (Alamri, 2019; Al-Qaysi, Mohamad-Nordin and Al-Emran, 2020; Bashir, Malik & Mahmood, 2021; Jeminiwa et al., 2021; Nacheva & Jansone, 2022; Uma et al., 2021). We note the emergence of two relative newcomers, Telegram Messenger and MSTeams, in the evolving landscape of students’ social media system choices. When general system use was compared to use for groupwork, TikTok and Facebook moved to lower rankings, indicating these are more associated with personal and entertainment uses.  

In addressing RQ2 (How does student communication change depending on different project stages) we show that the contextual background of actions required to achieve the different project tasks and social practices of teamwork were the main factors that influenced which type of speech would typically be used. The desired actions were shown in our study to be the basis in which students would respond to stay on task. This can be expanded upon to show that students know how to communicate appropriately, at a given project point. This bodes well for project skills at university and beyond as students appear to be aware of the type of message that should be used at different stages.  It also demonstrates the affordances of social media as a seamless and useful tool for coordinating group work. This reinforces the view that social media can be used to support collective knowledge sharing (Razmerita, Kirchner and Nabeth, 2014), tacit knowledge (Panahi, Watson and Partridge, 2012) and project management (Karimi et al, 2024).

The research advances understanding of how social media messaging acts not merely as a medium of exchange, but as the infrastructure that structures and scaffolds the performance of collaborative work. In our study, we sought to understand if students chose their speech responses to a project task in a similar way, and our findings show that peoples’ intensions are indeed similar at project stages which call for specific actions (e.g. work distribution or problem-solving) and practices (e.g. conciliation, congratulation). This suggests that people’s intensions align and chosen speech act matches with the project management stage (Jeong, 2003), and that this is the appropriate response to achieve performance of the project. Responses that do not follow this pattern (for example, if they are AI-generated) may not be optimal. Furthermore, if we know that one type of speech act is more effective than another, we can make recommendations to the communicator. Thus, understanding which speech acts are most effective at different project stages will help educators and team leaders support clearer communication and reduce coordination failures. For students, these platforms are socio-technical scaffolds, framing how tasks are performed at different project stages, and, by recommending appropriate speech acts to given context, we can help improve their project performance.  Understanding speech acts provided by humans through a digital channel can also help to identify where AI-generated responses fail to align with human communicative norms. This highlights the need for greater contextual sensitivity in chatbot messaging systems. 

The theoretical contribution of this research lies in the application of speech acts to the socio-technical domain of student group projects through a digital medium. Our research shows that communication intention varies across project stages, e.g., more directives at start-up, more commissives near deadlines. Our research extends the theory of speech acts (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969) by applying this to task-orientated, project-based communication. This strengthens academic understanding of context-dependent communicative intent.

As with all research, the study has limitations. First the vignette method, while it provides a controlled experimental setting which was designed to be naturalistic, does not provide truly natural text, and clearly the communicative acts did not drive real actions in the world. However, the method allowed us to collect data in an anonymised manner which protected the privacy of the participants, as well as yielding a larger volume of messages than we could have obtained otherwise. Second, project based student communication can often result in some types of Speech Acts not being present. For example, Declaration Speech Acts require some level of authority (e.g. “I am changing the deadline”) and are unlikely to be spoken by a group of student peers. As such, the full range of Speech Acts is not shown in our dataset. Third, the use of the Waziak et al (2010) framework was used as a way to ensure that the vignette represented a range of work related communication purposes found in project based context. Future work could utilise the integrate of the Waziak et al (2010) framework with Speech acts to offer a pedagogical or reflective tool to support student communication practices over project lifecycles.  Fourth, the cohort was not balanced in terms of age and years of study. This prevented us being able to observe whether communication behaviour evolved with maturity. This could be corrected by a longitudinal study aimed at examining the learning of communication practices in social media. With the emergence of AI support for work communication, the possibility arises of technology nudging users to communicate in different ways. There is an opportunity to investigate whether AI suggested responses can lead people to change their communication behaviour, including speech act selection. Well-designed AI prompting systems should encourage communication that facilitates both task completion and team cohesion.
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