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William R. Miller 

Department of Psychology and the Center on AlcohoUsm, Substance Abuse, 

and Addiction s ( C A S A A ) ,  Universit y o f  N e w Mexic o 

Albuquerque .  N M 8713 1 

Speec h act s suc h a s requests ,  verba l  commitments ,  warnings , 

and threat s ar e a  ubiquitou s aspec t  o f  everyda y languag e use . 

They provid e a  mean s t o shar e menta l  model s o f  ou r 

knowledg e i n socia l  interactions .  Wit h the m w e ca n direc t 

th e assignmen t  o f  futur e action s fo r  ourselve s an d other s b y 

simpl y utterin g certai n word s arrange d i n a  particula r  way . 

The purpos e o f  th e presen t  stud y wa s t o determin e whethe r  a 

theor y o f  speec h ac t  comprehensio n concernin g th e sharin g 

of  speakers '  intention s i n request-to-commi t  dialog s ca n b e 

use d t o isolat e motivationa l  factor s i n a  therap y contex t  i n 

whic h th e therapist' s  goa l  i s t o obtai n a  verba l  commitmen t 

from  th e clien t  t o chang e hi s o r  he r  dru g habi t  (se e Mille r  & 

Rollnick ,  1991) .  Accordin g t o speec h ac t  theorist s (e.g. , 

Searle .  1969 ,  1977) ,  fo r  eac h speec h ac t  type ,  differen t 

intention s (e.g. ,  desire .  abiUty ,  need )  ar e assigne d t o th e 

speake r  o f  a n utteranc e an d th e Ustene r  w h o receive s it . 

W h en thes e intention s ar e no t  actuall y presen t  i n a  discours e 

situation ,  ye t  a  speec h ac t  ha s bee n uttered ,  it s performanc e i s 

unsuccessfu l  t o varyin g extents .  Th e intention s o f  desir e an d 

abiht y hav e receive d th e mos t  attentio n i n th e empirica l 

hteratur e (e.g. ,  Amrhein ,  1992 ;  Gibbs ,  1986 ;  Holtgraves , 

1994 ;  Franci k &  Clark ,  1985) .  Fo r  example ,  i n th e cas e o f  a 

successfu l  request ,  th e speake r  want s a  specifie d ac t  t o b e 

earne d ou t  b y th e Ustener ,  an d th e speake r  believe s tha t  th e 

Ustene r  want s an d i s abl e t o carr y ou t  tha t  act .  Wit h thes e 

intention s i n place ,  i t  i s  likel y tha t  th e ac t  wil l  mdee d b e 

carrie d out .  No t  s o coincidentally ,  verba l  commitment s ca n 

als o b e characterize d m term s o f  thes e intentions .  Tha t  is ,  fo r 

a successfu l  commitment ,  th e speake r  beUeve s tha t  di e 

Ustene r  want s a  specifie d ac t  t o b e carrie d ou t  b y th e speaker , 

and th e speake r  bot h want s an d i s abl e t o carr y ou t  tha t  act . 

Dat a wil l  b e presente d fro m experiment s whic h illustî t e th e 

basi c patter n o f  th e contributio n o f  speake r  intention s t o th e 

strengt h o f  verba l  commitment s a s we U a s fro m tiierapist 

(qu a requester)-cUen t  (qu a committer )  protocol s whic h 

repUcat e thi s pattern .  CoUectively ,  thes e dat a wil l 

demonsti^t e ho w speake r  intention s influenc e th e frequency, 

for m an d strengt h o f  speec h act s i n discourse . 
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