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DOCUMENT	ORIENTATION	

How to read this document	

This	document	consolidates	the	current	intellectual	architecture	of	The	Language	Project.	It	
is	designed	to	function	as	a	working	reference	for	theory	development,	research	planning,	
writing,	teaching,	speaking,	coaching,	and	organizational	applications.	The	sections	are	
grouped	into	five	parts	so	that	the	project	can	evolve	without	treating	every	useful	idea	as	
an	equivalent	construct.	

Part	 Focus	 Purpose	

I	 Foundations	 Purpose,	phenomenon,	central	questions,	core	
proposition,	and	organizing	model.	

II	 Core	Architecture	 Decision	Space,	Organizational	Language,	
Organizational	Response,	propositions,	and	
construct	roles.	

III	 Practices	and	Applied	
Elements	

Organizational	Listening,	Organizational	Pause,	
Micro-Scripts,	Shared	Language	Systems,	and	
Guided	Reflective	Inquiry.	

IV	 Evidence	and	Research	 Evidence	boundaries,	research	program,	priority	
questions,	ethical	safeguards,	predictions,	and	
disconfirmation.	

V	 Long	Horizon	 Long-term	questions,	program	development,	
foundational	commitments,	and	the	Working	
Compass.	

Central	scholarly	question 

	 How does language influence the ways people interpret situations, perceive possible 
responses, and participate with others under conditions of pressure, uncertainty, conflict, 
learning, and change?	

	

Current	working	definition	of	Decision	Space 

	 Decision Space is the perceived range of interpretations and participation responses that still 
feel available and usable before a consequential moment closes.	
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PART	I	

Foundations	
The	phenomenon,	questions,	and	theoretical	architecture	that	organize	the	project.	

Executive Summary 

Every	organization	has	a	language.	Some	of	that	language	is	formal:	mission	statements,	
policies,	procedures,	job	descriptions,	strategic	plans,	reporting	structures,	and	official	
values.	Much	of	it	is	less	visible:	the	questions	people	repeatedly	ask,	the	phrases	used	
when	something	goes	wrong,	what	happens	when	someone	says	“I	don’t	know,”	how	
leaders	respond	to	disagreement,	which	problems	can	be	named,	which	subjects	remain	
untouched,	and	what	people	learn	from	watching	the	consequences	of	speaking.	

The	Language	Project	is	a	long-term	interdisciplinary	program	of	research,	writing,	
teaching,	speaking,	coaching,	and	organizational	inquiry	focused	on	these	patterns.	Its	
central	concern	is	not	language	in	isolation.	The	project	asks	how	language	operates	within	
systems	of	power,	hierarchy,	role,	authority,	policy,	resources,	relationships,	history,	
culture,	and	pressure	to	shape	human	participation.	

The	project	begins	with	a	simple	observation:	people	do	not	participate	in	organizations	
only	according	to	what	they	know,	believe,	or	intend.	They	participate	according	to	what	
appears	possible,	useful,	permissible,	safe,	necessary,	or	worth	the	cost	in	a	particular	
moment.	

The	Language	Project	refers	to	this	perceived	field	of	possibilities	as	Decision	Space.	
Decision	Space	is	currently	an	emerging	construct,	not	a	validated	psychological	theory.	
The	project	proposes	that	organizational	language	is	one	of	the	mechanisms	through	which	
Decision	Space	may	be	expanded,	compressed,	or	structured.	Decision	Space,	in	turn,	may	
influence	Human	Participation:	whether	people	observe,	clarify,	question,	suggest,	
challenge,	withhold,	escalate,	repair,	act,	or	withdraw.	

The	organization	then	responds.	That	response	matters	because	it	becomes	information.	
People	learn	what	happened	when	someone	questioned	an	assumption,	admitted	
uncertainty,	asked	for	help,	challenged	authority,	made	a	mistake,	proposed	an	alternative,	
or	remained	silent.	Those	experiences	influence	expectations	about	future	participation.	

The	process	is	recursive	rather	than	merely	linear.	Over	repeated	cycles,	participation	and	
response	may	contribute	to	organizational	routines,	relationships,	norms,	and	culture.	The	
project	does	not	claim	that	language	alone	causes	these	outcomes.	Nor	does	it	assume	that	
more	participation,	more	discussion,	or	more	Decision	Space	is	always	preferable.	It	seeks	
to	understand	when	language	matters,	how	it	interacts	with	other	organizational	forces,	
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and	whether	specific	language-centered	practices	can	improve	the	quality	of	participation	
and	organizational	learning.	

Recursive	working	model

 

Figure	1.	Current	organizing	model	of	The	Language	Project.	

1.	Purpose of The Language Project 

The	Language	Project	exists	to	investigate	a	broad	question:	How	does	language	participate	
in	shaping	human	experience	and	participation	within	organizations?	

The	project	developed	from	earlier	work	involving	Micro-Scripts,	the	SOS	Model,	
communication	under	pressure,	professional	burnout,	coaching,	leadership,	and	
interpersonal	communication.	Its	primary	concern	is	now	Human	Participation:	the	ways	
people	enter,	influence,	sustain,	resist,	modify,	or	withdraw	from	shared	activity.	

The	project	seeks	to	understand	what	people	believe	they	can	say	or	do	in	consequential	
moments;	how	organizational	language	contributes	to	those	perceptions;	how	pressure	
changes	access	to	possible	responses;	how	power	and	relationships	affect	which	options	
remain	usable;	how	organizations	respond	when	people	participate;	what	those	responses	
teach	people	about	future	participation;	and	how	repeated	cycles	become	embedded	in	
organizational	life.	
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The	ultimate	aim	is	both	scholarly	and	practical:	to	develop	better	ways	of	observing,	
explaining,	researching,	and	eventually	influencing	the	conditions	under	which	people	
participate	in	shared	work.	

2.	The Phenomenon: Human Participation 

	 Human Participation refers to the ways individuals enter, influence, sustain, resist, modify, or 
withdraw from shared activity with others.	

	
Organizations	do	not	act	independently	of	people.	Strategy	becomes	real	when	someone	
interprets	it.	Culture	becomes	visible	when	someone	responds	to	a	question	or	a	mistake.	
Psychological	safety	matters	when	a	person	decides	whether	to	speak.	Leadership	becomes	
consequential	when	another	person	encounters	it.	Policies	enter	organizational	life	when	
people	interpret,	enforce,	resist,	adapt,	or	work	around	them.	

Participation	is	intentionally	broader	than	employee	voice,	engagement,	compliance,	or	
communication.	It	may	include	observing,	withholding,	clarifying,	questioning,	suggesting,	
challenging,	escalating,	repairing,	acting,	or	withdrawing.	

These	forms	are	not	inherently	good	or	bad.	Silence	may	reflect	fear,	exclusion,	reflection,	
discretion,	strategic	restraint,	role	expectations,	or	lack	of	relevant	information.	Speaking	
may	represent	courage—or	domination.	Challenging	may	advance	organizational	
learning—or	simply	create	noise.	Compliance	may	be	appropriate	in	one	circumstance	and	
dangerous	in	another.	

The	project	is	therefore	interested	less	in	how	much	people	participate	than	in	the	quality,	
range,	context,	consequences,	and	future	effects	of	participation.	

3.	The Central Scholarly Questions 

	 How does language influence the ways people interpret situations, perceive possible 
responses, and participate with others under conditions of pressure, uncertainty, conflict, 
learning, and change?	

	

Individual	level 

•	Why	does	a	person	who	knows	what	they	want	to	say	sometimes	become	unable	to	say	
it	when	the	moment	arrives?	

•	Why	does	the	perceived	range	of	possible	responses	narrow	under	stress,	hierarchy,	
shame,	fatigue,	uncertainty,	or	time	pressure?	

•	Can	rehearsed	language,	reflection,	or	other	supports	make	more	useful	responses	
accessible	when	cognitive	and	emotional	load	increase?	
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Relational	level 

•	How	does	another	person’s	response	affect	what	feels	possible	in	the	next	interaction?	
•	How	do	trust,	authority,	identity,	history,	and	perceived	relational	risk	change	the	
language	people	consider	usable?	

Team	level 

•	How	do	repeated	exchanges	teach	teams	which	questions	are	welcome,	which	
disagreements	are	costly,	which	mistakes	can	be	discussed,	and	whose	interpretations	
carry	authority?	

Organizational	level 

•	How	do	language	patterns	become	embedded	in	routines,	expectations,	policies,	stories,	
leadership	practices,	and	culture?	

•	Can	organizations	reliably	observe	these	patterns?	
•	Can	they	change	them	intentionally	without	creating	artificial	scripts,	surveillance,	or	
performative	participation?	

4.	The Central Proposition 

	 Language is not merely a vehicle for reporting organizational reality. It is one of the processes 
through which people interpret, negotiate, reinforce, resist, and sometimes change that reality.	

	
This	proposition	is	deliberately	weaker	than	linguistic	determinism.	The	project	does	not	
claim	that	language	determines	thought,	behavior,	culture,	or	organizational	outcomes.	

People	operate	inside	material	and	social	conditions	that	language	cannot	simply	
overcome.	Compensation,	workload,	staffing,	discrimination,	safety,	governance,	policy,	
authority,	resources,	technology,	and	structural	power	can	substantially	limit	meaningful	
choices.	

Language	matters	partly	because	it	can	influence	how	those	conditions	are	interpreted	and	
how	people	believe	they	can	participate	within	them.	

5.	The Organizing Model 

The	current	working	architecture	is	recursive	rather	than	linear:	Context	&	Pressure	→	
Organizational	Language	→	Decision	Space	→	Human	Participation	→	Organizational	
Response	→	Learning	&	Expectation	→	Future	Participation	Patterns.	

Future	participation	becomes	part	of	the	next	context.	Repeated	interactions	may	gradually	
reinforce	or	alter	organizational	expectations,	routines,	relationships,	and	culture.	
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Surrounding	the	process	are	forces	that	cannot	be	reduced	to	communication:	Power	&	
Hierarchy;	Role	&	Authority;	Policy	&	Structure;	Time	&	Resources;	Relationships	&	Trust;	
and	History	&	Culture.	These	conditions	may	influence	every	part	of	the	cycle.	

	 The model does not ask whether language or structure matters more. It asks: How do language 
and organizational conditions interact to shape what participation becomes possible?	
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PART	II	

Core Architecture	

The	primary	construct,	mechanisms,	domains,	and	proposition	set	that	give	each	idea	a	distinct	
intellectual	job.	

6.	Decision Space 

	 Decision Space is the perceived range of interpretations and participation responses that still 
feel available and usable before a consequential moment closes.	

	
Decision	Space	is	currently	the	principal	emerging	construct	within	The	Language	Project.	
The	word	perceived	is	important.	An	option	can	theoretically	exist	without	feeling	
realistically	available.	

A	junior	employee	might	technically	be	allowed	to	disagree	with	a	senior	leader	while	
believing	that	disagreement	will	damage	their	standing.	A	clinician	may	know	that	asking	
for	help	is	appropriate	but	believe	there	is	no	time.	A	faculty	member	may	see	several	
possible	responses	to	a	policy	decision	but	consider	only	silence	professionally	viable.	A	
leader	under	intense	time	pressure	may	have	authority	to	seek	additional	perspectives	but	
experience	immediate	action	as	the	only	realistic	option.	

Decision	Space	therefore	concerns	not	abstract	choice	but	usable	possibility.	

Expansion	and	compression 

Decision	Space	may	become	compressed	when	stress,	fatigue,	threat,	hierarchy,	fear,	
shame,	habit,	time	pressure,	ambiguity,	or	prior	punitive	experiences	make	fewer	
responses	appear	available.	It	may	become	expanded	when	reflection,	trusted	
relationships,	psychological	safety,	clarification,	practiced	language,	adequate	time,	
supportive	authority,	or	other	conditions	make	alternative	interpretations	or	responses	
more	accessible.	

Neither	expansion	nor	compression	is	inherently	desirable.	An	emergency	may	require	
rapid	narrowing	of	options.	Endless	reflection	may	produce	indecision.	Effective	leadership	
may	sometimes	require	creating	more	room	for	interpretation	and	at	other	times	closing	
discussion	and	acting.	

	 The meaningful question is not “How do we maximize Decision Space?” It is “Does the 
situation provide an appropriate range of viable participation options for the demands, risks, 
and responsibilities of the moment?”	
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7.	Organizational Language 

	 Organizational Language is the recurring formal and informal language through which 
organizational members interpret situations, coordinate action, negotiate relationships, signal 
expectations, and respond to one another.	

	
Organizational	Language	includes	more	than	vocabulary.	It	may	be	visible	in	questions,	
explanations,	metaphors,	stories,	directives,	euphemisms,	jokes,	warnings,	
acknowledgments,	scripts,	rituals,	email	conventions,	meeting	routines,	silence,	responses	
to	mistakes,	responses	to	dissent,	responses	to	uncertainty,	and	the	language	used	to	define	
what	counts	as	a	problem.	

The	project	is	especially	interested	in	repetition,	context,	and	consequence.	One	phrase	
rarely	reveals	a	culture.	Repeated	patterns	may.	

	 The useful analytic question is not simply “What words did the organization use?” It is “What 
language keeps appearing, under what conditions, from whom, toward whom, and what 
happens after it is used?”	

8.	Organizational Response 

The	current	model	gives	increased	importance	to	Organizational	Response.	Participation	
does	not	occur	into	a	vacuum.	Someone	asks	a	question.	Someone	responds.	Someone	
challenges	an	assumption.	Someone	responds.	Someone	admits	uncertainty.	Someone	
responds.	Someone	reports	an	error.	Someone	responds.	Someone	asks	for	help.	Someone	
responds.	

The	response	may	be	interpersonal,	managerial,	procedural,	structural,	or	symbolic.	It	may	
involve	acknowledgment,	curiosity,	dismissal,	punishment,	silence,	explanation,	escalation,	
accommodation,	investigation,	or	action.	

These	responses	become	information.	They	teach	organizational	members	what	
participation	may	cost,	what	kinds	of	contribution	matter,	and	whether	invitations	to	speak	
are	credible.	A	single	response	does	not	create	culture.	Repeated	responses	can	contribute	
to	learning	and	expectation,	which	may	influence	future	participation.	

9.	Core Propositions 

Proposition	1	—	Language	participates	in	interpretation.	People	use	language	not	only	
to	report	experience	but	also	to	categorize	events,	organize	meaning,	anticipate	
consequences,	and	coordinate	action.	
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Proposition	2	—	Organizational	language	is	patterned.	Organizations	develop	recurring	
ways	of	questioning,	explaining,	disagreeing,	escalating,	repairing,	acknowledging,	and	
responding.	

Proposition	3	—	Pressure	changes	linguistic	and	behavioral	access.	Under	stress,	
threat,	fatigue,	emotional	arousal,	cognitive	overload,	and	time	pressure,	people	may	rely	
more	heavily	on	familiar	interpretations	and	habitual	responses.	

Proposition	4	—	Decision	Space	varies	by	context.	The	interpretations	and	participation	
responses	that	feel	available	to	a	person	are	affected	by	relational,	cognitive,	emotional,	
structural,	and	organizational	conditions.	

Proposition	5	—	Language	can	influence	Decision	Space.	Questions,	responses,	scripts,	
framing,	clarification,	acknowledgment,	and	other	forms	of	language	may	widen,	narrow,	or	
structure	perceived	possibilities.	

Proposition	6	—	Human	Participation	is	consequential.	What	people	question,	suggest,	
challenge,	withhold,	repair,	escalate,	or	act	upon	influences	how	shared	work	unfolds.	

Proposition	7	—	Organizational	response	teaches.	Repeated	organizational	responses	
to	participation	influence	expectations	concerning	future	participation.	

Proposition	8	—	Participation	patterns	can	become	recursive.	Past	experiences	shape	
future	expectations;	future	expectations	shape	later	participation;	repeated	cycles	may	
contribute	to	routines	and	culture.	

Proposition	9	—	Language	cannot	compensate	for	dysfunctional	systems.	No	script,	
conversational	protocol,	or	communication	intervention	can	substitute	for	adequate	
staffing,	ethical	leadership,	equitable	systems,	appropriate	authority,	sufficient	resources,	
sound	policy,	or	material	safety.	

Proposition	10	—	Designed	language	is	only	useful	when	the	surrounding	system	can	
receive	it.	Providing	people	with	new	words	does	not	create	meaningful	participation	
unless	those	words	can	be	recognized,	interpreted,	received,	and	acted	upon	within	the	
environment.	

10.	The Construct Architecture 

One	of	the	most	important	developments	in	The	Language	Project	has	been	the	decision	
not	to	turn	every	useful	idea	into	a	proprietary	construct.	Each	element	should	have	a	
distinct	intellectual	job.	

	 A phenomenon is not a construct. A construct is not an intervention. A practice is not a theory. 
An evidence-informed design is not a validated treatment.	
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Element	 Current	role	 Current	status	

Human	Participation	 Central	phenomenon	 Foundational	organizing	
domain	

Decision	Space	 Principal	integrative	construct	 Emerging;	requires	validation	

Organizational	Language	 Domain	of	recurring	
communicative	patterns	

Integrative	lens	

Organizational	Response	 Feedback	mechanism	within	
the	recursive	model	

Working	theoretical	
component	

Organizational	Listening	 Observational	
discipline/capability	

Integrative	practice	

Guided	Reflective	Inquiry	 Learning/development	
method	

Evidence-informed	synthesis	

Organizational	Pause	 Observable	applied	practice	 Nested	beneath	Decision	Space	

Micro-Scripts	 Brief	language	tools/retrieval	
scaffolds	

Evidence-informed	design	
proposition	

Shared	Language	Systems	 Designed	organizational	
language	infrastructure	

Proposed	applied	framework	

SOS	Model	 Translational	process	for	
individual/practice	change	

Evidence-informed	developing	
framework	

Maintaining	these	distinctions	is	central	to	the	credibility	of	the	project.	
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PART	III	

Practices and Applied Elements	

Methods	and	tools	that	help	the	project	observe,	interrupt,	rehearse,	learn,	and	translate	
without	overstating	validation.	

11.	Organizational Listening 

	 Organizational Listening is the disciplined practice of attending to recurring language, 
silences, participation patterns, questions, assumptions, stories, and responses across 
organizational settings in order to understand how meaning and participation are being 
shaped.	

	
Organizational	Listening	is	not	claimed	as	an	original	term.	Within	The	Language	Project,	it	
is	treated	as	an	observational	discipline	and	potential	organizational	capability	rather	than	
as	a	new	primary	construct.	

Organizational	Listening	should	involve	observation	before	inference;	patterns	rather	than	
isolated	quotations;	verification	rather	than	mind-reading;	multiple	sources	of	evidence;	
attention	to	who	participates	and	what	follows;	and	an	explicit	pathway	from	listening	to	
organizational	action.	

It	must	not	become	surveillance	or	linguistic	policing.	Nor	should	an	organization	celebrate	
“listening”	while	repeatedly	failing	to	act	on	information	that	requires	action.	

12.	Organizational Pause 

An	Organizational	Pause	is	a	deliberate	interruption	of	automatic	momentum.	It	may	create	
time	for	observation,	clarification,	emotional	regulation,	ethical	consideration,	additional	
interpretation,	participation	from	others,	or	reconsideration	of	the	next	response.	

The	pause	is	not	Decision	Space	itself.	It	is	one	potential	practice	through	which	Decision	
Space	may	become	more	usable.	

A	pause	may	also	be	unhelpful.	It	can	become	procrastination,	avoidance,	strategic	delay,	
indecision,	or	a	substitute	for	action.	Its	usefulness	is	situational	rather	than	universal.	

13.	Micro-Scripts 

	 A Micro-Script is a brief, preselected language cue or response designed to make intentional 
language easier to retrieve in a consequential moment.	
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Examples	might	include:	“Before	we	decide,	what	are	we	assuming?”	“I	need	a	moment	to	
think	about	that.”	“What	are	we	not	seeing	yet?”	“I	see	this	differently.	Can	I	explain	why?”	

The	theoretical	interest	is	not	the	cleverness	of	the	phrase.	The	relevant	question	is	
whether	the	language	is	retrievable,	interpretable,	usable,	receivable,	and	actionable.	

A	Micro-Script	may	function	similarly	to	a	verbal	implementation	intention	when	a	
recognizable	cue	is	linked	to	a	predetermined	response.	However,	evidence	supporting	
implementation	intentions	or	related	behavioral	mechanisms	does	not	establish	that	
Micro-Scripts	themselves	are	validated	interventions.	

14.	Shared Language Systems 

	 A Shared Language System refers to intentionally designed language cues, responses, 
conversational routines, and participation pathways intended for recurring organizational 
situations.	

	
A	functioning	Shared	Language	System	requires	more	than	distributing	phrases.	At	
minimum,	it	involves	a	cue	+	shared	meaning	+	an	expected	receiving	response	+	a	
legitimate	pathway	for	action	+	practice	+	implementation	support.	

Teaching	employees	a	phrase	for	raising	a	concern	accomplishes	little	if	leaders	do	not	
know	how	to	receive	it;	there	is	no	process	for	acting	on	the	concern;	previous	speakers	
have	been	punished;	the	phrase	becomes	mandatory	jargon;	or	structural	conditions	make	
speaking	meaningless.	

Shared	Language	Systems	therefore	remain	a	design	proposition,	not	a	demonstrated	
organizational	intervention.	

15.	Guided Reflective Inquiry 

The	project	uses	Guided	Reflective	Inquiry	as	a	developmental	and	learning	method.	It	
involves	a	structured	movement	from	experience	→	observation	→	interpretation	→	
examination	→	relevant	evidence	→	alternative	interpretation	→	planned	response	→	
renewed	observation.	

The	method	integrates	established	traditions	in	reflective	practice,	experiential	learning,	
coaching	inquiry,	metacognition,	action	learning,	double-loop	learning,	and	related	
approaches	rather	than	claiming	them	as	newly	invented.	Its	contribution	lies	in	synthesis	
and	application,	not	novelty.	

Guided	Reflective	Inquiry	is	intended	to	help	participants	distinguish	what	happened,	from	
what	they	believe	happened,	from	what	else	might	explain	it,	from	what	they	might	try	
next.	It	must	protect	autonomy	and	should	never	require	coerced	personal	disclosure.	
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PART	IV	

Evidence and Research	

What	is	known,	what	is	proposed,	what	remains	untested,	and	how	the	project	can	move	
from	conceptual	clarity	toward	empirical	accountability.	

16.	Evidence Boundaries 

The	Language	Project	will	operate	according	to	a	clear	evidence	architecture.	Existing	fields	
already	provide	substantial	knowledge	concerning	psychological	safety,	employee	voice	
and	silence,	sensemaking,	organizational	routines,	cognitive	appraisal,	stress	and	executive	
function,	emotion	regulation,	habit	formation,	implementation	intentions,	reflective	
practice,	organizational	learning,	leadership	communication,	and	behavior	change.	The	
project	will	use	those	literatures	rather	than	relabeling	them.	

	
Evidence	that	supports	one	underlying	mechanism	does	not	demonstrate	that	a	complete	
Sunburst	or	Language	Project	intervention	works.	

	

Evidence	level	 Meaning	 Current	examples	

Established	/	
adjacent	evidence	

Well-developed	literatures	explain	
relevant	mechanisms	or	conditions.	

Psychological	safety,	voice/silence,	
implementation	intentions,	stress	and	
executive	function,	reflection,	habits,	
organizational	learning.	

Original	synthesis	 The	project	proposes	relationships	
among	established	phenomena.	

The	recursive	model	linking	Organizational	
Language,	Decision	Space,	Human	
Participation,	response,	and	future	
participation.	

Emerging	
constructs	

Conceptual	utility	is	promising,	but	
differentiation	and	measurement	
remain	incomplete.	

Decision	Space.	

Proposed	
practices	/	
interventions	

Direct	efficacy	claims	require	study	of	
the	integrated	application	itself.	

Micro-Scripts,	Shared	Language	Systems,	
Organizational	Pause	protocols,	integrated	
SOS	applications.	

	 Ingredient evidence is not recipe validation.	
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17.	Current Research Agenda 

Phase	 Primary	focus	 Purpose	

Phase	I	 Conceptual	
differentiation	

Distinguish	Decision	Space	from	agency,	appraisal,	
perceived	behavioral	control,	psychological	safety,	
decision	latitude,	response	flexibility,	mindfulness,	
reflection,	and	executive	functioning.	

Phase	II	 Operationalization	
and	measurement	

Develop	a	minimum	operational	definition	and	candidate	
dimensions	without	creating	an	overly	broad	scale.	

Phase	III	 Observation	 Develop	and	calibrate	an	organizational-language	coding	
framework	and	establish	interrater	reliability	before	
strong	observational	claims	are	made.	

Phase	IV	 Critical	incidents	and	
qualitative	inquiry	

Reconstruct	consequential	moments:	what	happened,	
what	seemed	possible,	what	felt	unavailable,	what	was	
done,	how	the	organization	responded,	and	what	was	
learned.	

Phase	V	 Experimental	and	
simulation	studies	

Manipulate	conditions	such	as	time	pressure,	hierarchy,	
leader	response,	psychological	safety	cues,	Micro-Script	
availability,	and	structured	pause	conditions.	

Phase	VI	 Organizational	field	
research	

Examine	actual	teams	and	organizations	longitudinally	to	
test	associations	among	language,	response,	participation,	
learning,	and	relevant	outcomes.	

18.	Priority Research Questions 

Decision	Space 

•	Can	Decision	Space	be	distinguished	empirically	from	related	constructs?	
•	Can	it	be	measured	reliably?	
•	Does	it	predict	participation	above	established	measures?	
•	Which	conditions	reliably	compress	or	expand	it?	

Organizational	Language 

•	Can	recurring	organizational	language	patterns	be	identified	reliably	across	observers?	
•	Which	patterns	are	associated	with	differences	in	participation?	
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•	How	stable	are	those	patterns	across	settings	and	over	time?	

Organizational	Response 

•	How	strongly	do	leader	and	organizational	responses	to	participation	predict	later	
behavior?	

•	Does	visible	responsiveness	matter	more	than	merely	collecting	employee	input?	
•	How	quickly	do	people	update	expectations	following	supportive	or	punitive	responses?	

Micro-Scripts 

•	Are	cue-linked	scripts	more	retrievable	under	pressure	than	general	intentions?	
•	When	do	they	increase	flexibility?	
•	When	do	they	become	rigid,	artificial,	or	inappropriate?	

Shared	Language	Systems 

•	What	separates	a	genuine	shared-language	system	from	slogans,	jargon,	or	
communication	training?	

•	Which	receiving	behaviors	and	implementation	conditions	are	necessary?	

Organizational	Listening 

•	Can	leaders	be	trained	to	identify	recurring	patterns	more	reliably	without	over-
interpreting	employee	language?	

•	Does	better	observation	lead	to	better	organizational	action?	

19.	Ethical Boundaries 

Because	language	is	connected	to	power,	The	Language	Project	requires	explicit	ethical	
safeguards.	Language	analysis	must	not	become	surveillance,	covert	employee	evaluation,	
forced	disclosure,	personality	inference,	ideological	conformity,	manipulation,	or	a	
mechanism	for	shifting	responsibility	for	structural	failures	onto	individuals.	

	 A dysfunctional system should not tell employees “Use a better script” when the actual 
problem is unsafe staffing, inequitable policy, discriminatory behavior, inadequate 
compensation, abusive leadership, or impossible workload.	

	
Similarly,	invitations	to	participate	are	ethically	questionable	when	leaders	have	no	
intention	of	allowing	participation	to	influence	anything	meaningful.	The	project	must	
remain	alert	to	performative	voice:	environments	that	encourage	people	to	speak	primarily	
so	leaders	can	claim	that	participation	occurred.	
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20.	What Would We Expect to Observe if the Model Is Useful? 

A	useful	theory	must	risk	being	wrong.	If	the	current	framework	has	explanatory	value,	
future	research	might	find	that:	

•	supportive	organizational	responses	are	associated	with	broader	future	participation;	
•	punitive	or	dismissive	responses	are	associated	with	greater	withdrawal,	silence,	
compliance,	or	indirect	resistance;	

•	pressure	increases	reliance	on	familiar	language	and	narrows	perceived	response	
options;	

•	rehearsed	language	is	especially	useful	when	cognitive	load	makes	spontaneous	
formulation	difficult;	

•	patterns	of	Organizational	Language	are	detectable	across	repeated	interactions;	
•	Decision	Space	predicts	some	aspects	of	participation	that	are	not	fully	captured	by	
psychological	safety,	agency,	or	related	constructs;	

•	and	structural	conditions	moderate	the	effectiveness	of	language-centered	
interventions.	

These	are	predictions	to	be	investigated,	not	findings	to	be	advertised.	

21.	What Could We Discover That Would Change the Project?	

The	Language	Project	must	remain	capable	of	abandoning	its	own	ideas.	

•	Decision	Space	should	be	revised,	merged,	or	retired	if	it	cannot	be	distinguished	
meaningfully	from	established	constructs.	

•	Micro-Scripts	should	not	be	promoted	as	an	intervention	if	controlled	studies	show	no	
useful	advantage	over	ordinary	reflection,	general	intentions,	or	communication	
instruction.	

•	Organizational	Listening	should	be	replaced	by	existing	tools	if	they	perform	the	same	
function	more	reliably	and	efficiently.	

•	Shared	Language	Systems	should	be	substantially	reconsidered	if	deliberate	language	
design	consistently	produces	conformity,	jargon,	or	performative	participation	rather	
than	useful	coordination.	

•	The	model	itself	should	change	if	structural,	relational,	cognitive,	or	organizational	
variables	explain	participation	substantially	better	without	the	proposed	language	
pathways.	

	 The purpose of the project is not to protect its terminology. It is to understand the 
phenomenon.	

	
	



THE	LANGUAGE	PROJECT		|		FOUNDATIONAL	DOCUMENT	

	
K.	Todd	Houston,	Ph.D.		•		Version	1.0		•		September	2026	 Page	18	

PART	V	

Long Horizon	
The	questions,	commitments,	and	program	directions	that	should	remain	durable	even	as	

individual	constructs	evolve.	

22.	Long-Term Questions 

•	How	does	an	organization	acquire	a	recognizable	language?	
•	How	does	that	language	change?	
•	Who	has	the	power	to	define	which	language	becomes	legitimate?	
•	How	do	newcomers	learn	what	can	and	cannot	be	said?	
•	How	do	organizations	communicate	unwritten	rules	without	stating	them?	
•	When	does	language	preserve	a	system,	and	when	does	it	help	transform	one?	
•	How	do	digital	communication	and	artificial	intelligence	alter	organizational	language?	
•	What	happens	when	official	values	and	enacted	language	diverge?	
•	How	does	language	travel	across	professional	disciplines,	generations,	locations,	and	
cultures?	

•	How	do	structural	conditions	become	embedded	in	ordinary	conversation?	
•	Can	organizations	intentionally	design	language	practices	without	making	
communication	formulaic?	

•	What	conditions	allow	meaningful	dissent	to	remain	usable?	
•	How	much	of	organizational	culture	can	be	understood	by	studying	what	happens	
immediately	after	someone	says	something	difficult?	

	 How do organizations teach people who they are allowed to become within them?	

	

23.	The Long-Term Program 

The	Language	Project	is	intentionally	larger	than	a	single	book,	construct,	assessment,	or	
consulting	tool.	Its	long-term	work	may	include:	

•	conceptual	scholarship	developing	and	challenging	the	theoretical	model;	
•	empirical	research	testing	constructs,	mechanisms,	and	applications;	
•	organizational	observation	examining	real	language	and	participation	patterns;	
•	assessment	tools	developed	only	where	measurement	is	justified;	
•	books	and	essays	translating	theory	for	broader	audiences;	
•	leadership	and	organizational	development	translating	evidence	into	practice;	
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•	coaching	and	education	examining	communication	at	the	individual	and	relational	
levels;	

•	and	professional	dialogue	inviting	scholars	and	practitioners	from	different	fields	to	
challenge	and	refine	the	framework.	

The	objective	is	not	to	create	a	proprietary	vocabulary	around	every	aspect	of	
organizational	behavior.	It	is	to	build	a	coherent	research	program	capable	of	producing	
useful	questions,	testable	propositions,	practical	observation,	and—where	evidence	
eventually	supports	them—responsible	interventions.	

24.	Foundational Commitments 

As	the	work	develops,	The	Language	Project	will	maintain	several	commitments.	It	will:	

•	distinguish	observation	from	interpretation;	
•	distinguish	established	evidence	from	original	synthesis;	
•	distinguish	an	attractive	idea	from	a	validated	construct;	
•	examine	power	and	structure,	not	merely	individual	communication;	
•	study	silence	as	well	as	speech;	
•	treat	organizational	response	as	seriously	as	employee	voice;	
•	resist	assuming	that	participation	is	always	desirable	or	safe;	
•	remain	willing	to	revise	its	concepts;	
•	seek	evidence	that	might	disconfirm	its	claims;	
•	and	favor	explanatory	usefulness	over	proprietary	terminology.	

25.	Working Compass 

	 We are not trying to convince the world that language matters. We are trying to understand, as 
carefully and honestly as possible, how language participates in the creation of human 
experience within organizations.	

	
The	current	version	of	the	project	sharpens	the	destination:	

	 The Language Project seeks to understand how organizational language interacts with 
context, pressure, power, relationships, and structure to shape Decision Space; how Decision 
Space influences Human Participation; how organizations respond to that participation; and 
how those responses teach people what may be possible the next time.	

	
The	long-term	ambition	is	not	simply	to	help	organizations	communicate	better.	It	is	to	
understand	how	communication	becomes	part	of	the	infrastructure	through	which	people	
think,	decide,	participate,	learn,	lead,	and	change	together.	
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Development	note 

Version	1.0	consolidates	and	updates	the	project’s	earlier	Foundation	Brief	and	Construct	
Audit	Portfolio.	The	major	conceptual	advance	is	a	shift	from	treating	organizational	
culture	as	the	primary	endpoint	toward	a	more	specific	recursive	architecture	centered	on	
Human	Participation,	Decision	Space,	organizational	response,	learning,	and	future	
participation.	Culture	is	treated	as	a	possible	emergent	consequence	of	repeated	cycles	
rather	than	as	an	outcome	assumed	to	be	created	directly	by	language.	


