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Commitment is the glue holding together characteristically human 
forms of social life. Commitments make individuals’ behavior predict-
able in the face of fluctuations in their desires and interests, thereby 
facilitating the planning and coordination of joint actions involving 
multiple agents. Moreover, commitments make people willing to per-
form actions that they would not otherwise perform. For example, a 
taxi driver picks up his clients and transports them to their desired 
destination because they are committed to paying him afterwards for 
the service, and a construction worker performs her job every day be-
cause her employer has made a credible commitment to pay her at the 
end of the month. Indeed, the taxi driver and the construction worker 
are willing to accept money as payment only because a network of 
other agents (notably the central bank) is committed to taking various 
measures to sustain the currency in question. Thus, social objects and 
institutions such as jobs, money, government, scientific collaborations 
and marriage depend for their origin and stability upon the credibility 
of commitments.

Despite the crucial importance of commitment for characteristi-
cally human forms of sociality, it is not well understood how people 
identify and assess the level of their own and others’ commitments. In 
fact, there has not even been much research conducted with the aim of 
gaining a better understanding of this – at least not until just recently. 
I think this is at least in part because commitment is a rather elusive 
concept. It comes up in many different contexts and plays important 
roles in various disciplines, such as philosophy, psychology, econom-
ics and anthropology, and yet it is rarely defined explicitly. And, as we 
shall see later on, when it is defined, it is not defined in such a way as 
to facilitate the testing of hypotheses about factors influencing it or 
about cognitive mechanisms underpinning it.

1 Introduction

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315111308-1


2 Introduction

The current book is intended to redress this shortcoming, i.e., to 
illuminate the phenomenon of commitment (what it is, what influences 
it and what consequences it has). Before undertaking this challenge, 
though, it is important to acknowledge an elephant in the room  – 
namely, the fact that commitment is not only an inchoate concept but 
also a heterogeneous one. In everyday life, we experience many differ-
ent forms of commitment. Consider the following four examples:

a Agnes made a commitment to pick Sam up at the airport 
tomorrow.

b Polly and Pam are in the habit of smoking a cigarette and talking 
together on the balcony during their afternoon coffee break. They 
have never explicitly agreed to do this, but Polly is aware that Pam 
expects her to show up today, like every other day, and she feels 
committed to showing up.

c Frank was unsure whether to go to the cinema or the theater to-
night, but he decided in favor of the cinema and now he is commit-
ted to that plan.

d Roger is committed to birdwatching and spends considerable 
amounts of time and money pursuing this hobby.

There are many differences among these four examples, and they 
could be used to illustrate a number of distinctions which one might 
make among different forms of commitment.1 In the present book, 
two of these distinctions will be particularly important. The first is the 
distinction between individual and social forms of commitment. The 
second is the distinction between normative and psychological aspects 
of commitment. I will begin by saying just a bit about each of the first 
two distinctions.

First, consider the distinction between individual and social com-
mitment in relation to the examples above: Agnes and Polly are com-
mitted at least in part because the goals in question are ones that 
are valuable to other people, whereas this is not the case for Frank 
and Roger. This raises the question: How do individual commitment 
and social forms of commitment relate to each other? Of course, we 
should not assume that individual and social commitment have an-
ything interesting in common simply because we sometimes use the 
same English word to refer to them. However, as we shall see later on, 
both individual and social commitment can be illuminated by careful 
consideration of the ways in which they relate to each other. Thus, 
although the main focus in this book is on social commitment, I will 
also devote space to the discussion of individual commitment.
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Second, consider the distinction between normative and psycho-
logical aspects of commitment. This distinction is not independent 
of the distinction between social and individual commitment. This is 
because norms come into play differently depending on whether one 
is talking about social or individual commitment. In the case of social 
commitment, commitments sometimes have a normative character 
in that they involve obligations (Agnes and possibly Polly), whereas 
sometimes they do not (possibly Polly). Some authors, in fact, define 
social commitments in terms of obligations. Summarizing such views, 
Michael, Sebanz and Knoblich (2016a: 2) write that commitment can 
be understood as

a relation among two agents and an action X, such that one agent 
has an obligation to some other agent to do X because she has in-
tentionally expressed her willingness to do X under conditions of 
common knowledge, and this has been acknowledged.

Michael, Sebanz and Knoblich (2016a) go on to argue that there are 
forms of social commitment which do not involve obligations – we will 
come back to this in later chapters.

Individual commitment can also have a normative character but in 
a different sense. To see this, consider Bratman’s analysis (1984; 1987) 
of the role of intentions in individual agency. In his analysis, intentions 
function to terminate practical reasoning and to structure means-end 
reasoning about how to achieve goals. In other words, they settle the 
question of what goal to pursue, and thereby enable one to move on to 
the subsequent question of how to go about achieving the goal. Tak-
ing one of our examples from above: Frank desires equally to go to 
the cinema and to the theater, but cannot do both because the perfor-
mances are at the same time, so he finds it difficult to form a plan to do 
either. But if he forces himself to make a decision in favor of the one 
or the other, he forms an intention to do the one or the other. Now, he 
can end his deliberations and use this intention as a basis for forming a 
plan. In order for the intention to fulfill these functions, it has to have 
at least some degree of robustness: if Frank decides to go to the cinema 
but then, when confronted with the need to decide which metro line to 
take (assuming he would need to take the blue line to get to the cinema 
and the green line to get to the theater), he again starts deliberating 
about whether he prefers the cinema or the theater, and his original 
decision and his resultant intention will not really have served their 
purpose. In this sense, reconsideration would constitute a violation 
of norms of practical rationality. In other words, intentions are useful 
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in part because they involve commitment to a course of action, and 
because of their link to norms of practical rationality.

In contrast to these normative uses of the term ‘commitment’, we 
sometimes also use the term to refer to a psychological state – in par-
ticular, to a disposition or a motivational state. Roger, the birdwatcher, 
for example, is committed in this sense, meaning that he is motivated 
to go birdwatching whenever possible, and is disposed to invest time, 
money and effort in birdwatching, and to resist alternative options.

How, then, do these individual and social forms of normativity re-
late to commitments as psychological states? Again, we should not 
presume that these phenomena relate to each other in any deep or 
meaningful way just because we happen to use the same word to refer 
to them. But, over the course of this book, I hope to persuade you that 
it is instructive to consider the interrelations among these different 
forms or aspects of commitment. To be clear, I am not aiming to show 
that all forms or aspects of commitment fit together neatly as part of 
a single theoretical package; there may well be some forms or aspects 
which I am leaving out. Instead, my aim is to present a way of thinking 
about how social and individual forms of commitment hang together, 
and a way of understanding the relationship between psychological 
and normative aspects.

***

In the following, my aim is to provide answers to three key questions: 
How does social commitment relate to individual commitment? How 
do normative and psychological aspects of commitment relate to each 
other? What are the cognitive and motivational mechanisms that un-
derpin commitment? By providing answers to these three key ques-
tions, I hope to illuminate how commitment can function as a glue 
holding together characteristically human forms of sociality.

The book is structured as follows. In Chapter 2, I will begin by 
reviewing three influential theoretical approaches to commitment: 
individual commitment (Bratman, 1984; 1987; 2013; 2018), social 
normative commitment, based on speech act theory (Austin, 1975; 
Gilbert, 1990; Scanlon, 1998; Searle, 1965; Shpall, 2014), and a 
game-theoretic approach (Frank, 1988; Schelling, 1980). Each of these 
three approaches provides useful insights to be incorporated into a 
comprehensive framework. In Chapters 3 and 4, I will present this 
framework. In Chapter 5, I will provide an overview of experimen-
tal research that has been conducted to investigate social factors that 
trigger or enhance commitment. In Chapter 6, I will discuss some 
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work in progress that explores the underlying cognitive and motiva-
tional mechanisms which are common to instances of individual and 
social commitment. Chapter 7 sketches a perspective on the develop-
ment of commitment.

Note
 1 There are many other distinctions that could also be drawn among these 

and other forms of commitment. For attempts to taxonomize heterogene-
ous forms of commitment, see Löhr (in prep); Michael and Pacherie (2015) 
and Shpall (2014).
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2.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I briefly review three approaches to commitment. For 
each approach, I will consider what answers, if any, it provides to our 
three key questions: How does social commitment relate to individual 
commitment? How do normative and psychological aspects of com-
mitment relate to each other? And: What are the cognitive and moti-
vational mechanisms that underpin commitment?

The first of these approaches, drawing on Bratman (1984; 1987; 
2013; 2018), takes individual commitment as the starting point: it 
attempts to conceptualize individual commitment and to use this 
as a basis for explaining social commitment. It conceptualizes com-
mitment in normative terms – namely, in terms of the norms of 
practical rationality. It does not address psychological aspects of 
commitment.

The second is an approach to social commitment which draws 
upon speech act theory (Austin, 1975; Gilbert, 1990; Scanlon, 1998; 
Searle, 1965; Shpall, 2014). It also conceptualizes commitment in 
normative terms, but the norms in question are moral norms (or 
social norms in Gilbert’s case). It is not obvious how it relates to 
individual commitment. It does not address the psychology of 
commitment.

The third, a game-theoretic approach, takes social commitment as 
the starting point (Frank, 1988; Schelling, 1980). This approach invites 
us to view individual commitment as a derivative of social commit-
ment (Sperber & Baumard, 2012).

I will evaluate these approaches on their own terms, identifying 
strengths and weaknesses of each. In Chapter 3, I will draw upon as-
pects of each of these in developing a new framework.

2 A brief overview of existing 
approaches

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315111308-2
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2.2 Individual commitment: Bratman

Bratman’s starting point (1984; 1987) is to examine the role of in-
tentions in individual agency. In his analysis, intentions function to 
terminate practical reasoning and to structure means-end reasoning 
about how to achieve goals. In other words, they settle the question of 
what goal to pursue, and thereby enable one to move on to the subse-
quent question of how to go about achieving the goal. Taking one of 
our examples from the introduction: Frank desires equally to go to 
the cinema and to the theater, but cannot do both because the perfor-
mances are at the same time, so he finds it difficult to form a plan to do 
either. But if he forces himself to make a decision in favor of the one 
or the other, he forms an intention to do the one or the other. Now, he 
can end his deliberations and use this intention as a basis for forming 
a plan.

In order for the intention to fulfill these functions, it has to have at 
least some degree of robustness: if Frank decides to go to the cinema 
but then, when confronted with the need to decide which metro line to 
take, he again starts deliberating about whether he prefers the cinema 
or the theater, and his original decision and his resultant intention 
will not really have served their purpose. In other words, intentions 
are useful in part because they involve commitment to a course of 
action.

However, it would also be silly to stick blindly with intentions in the 
face of important new information.1 If it turns out that the metro line 
running to the cinema is under construction and Frank would have 
to walk, then maybe it makes sense for him to reconsider. In other 
words, intentions should not commit us unconditionally. As Castro and 
Pacherie (2020: 9) have recently pointed out, this means that intentions 
actually require us to perform a balancing act between pusillanim-
ity and stubbornness. It is worth highlighting that Bratman’s account 
does not specify any principles which would help to determine when it 
is rational or functional to persist and when it is not.

A further observation to make at this stage about Bratman’s ac-
count is that it does not illuminate the underpinning psychological 
mechanisms which determine whether and to what extent we remain 
committed to our intentions, nor the mechanisms which then actually 
do sustain commitment. This is no objection; Bratman’s account is not 
designed to illuminate these mechanisms. Be that as it may, if we are 
interested in understanding the psychological mechanisms underpin-
ning commitment, we will have to look elsewhere.
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What about social commitment then? Bratman (1987) points out 
that social context may bolster the case for resisting reconsideration 
in cases in which we have stated our intentions publicly because we 
may want to maintain our reputation as predictable, reliable agents so 
that others will be willing to interact with us in the future (Theriault, 
Young, & Barrett, 2020). Specifically, Bratman makes this point about 
the social dimension of commitment in relation to cases in which an 
intention has been publicly stated. But why should this be decisive? 
Roger’s motivation to go birdwatching may be enhanced if other peo-
ple are aware of his commitment to birdwatching, but this does not 
require him to have stated it publicly; it may be sufficient for other 
people to have seen him ostentatiously toting expensive birdwatching 
equipment or to have heard him pontificating about the migratory pat-
terns of seabirds. Thus, Bratman is right that we may bolster our in-
dividual commitments by drawing other people into them. But stating 
them publicly is just one way of doing this, not a necessary condition. 
And indeed, in later work, Bratman (2013, Chapter 5) observes that 
joint action can lead agents to rely on each other, and that this reli-
ance can be a source of obligations (cf. Bratman, 1997; Scanlon, 1998). 
Building on this idea, we may desire an account that illuminates in 
general terms how, when and why other people can bolster our indi-
vidual commitments.

In sum, Bratman’s analysis provides a clear and compelling reason 
for thinking that goal-directed action in general requires a certain de-
gree of commitment. This is because we need to settle some practical 
questions (e.g., what goal to pursue) in order to get on to other questions 
(What plan to pursue? What goal to aim for next, etc.). He is also right 
in emphasizing the fundamental importance of commitment which his 
analysis reveals for agents like us, who routinely make so many inter-
related plans that unfold over variable timescales. Moreover, Bratman 
provides the starting point for an analysis of how social commitments 
can build on individual commitments: our relationships with others 
and our reputations may be affected by the amount of commitment 
we exhibit. Building on Bratman’s analysis, it would be desirable to 
identify normative principles bearing upon the question of how much 
commitment is appropriate, and under what circumstances more or 
less commitment is appropriate.2 It would also be valuable to develop 
a better understanding of the psychological mechanisms by which we 
determine how much commitment is appropriate and by which we im-
plement that level of commitment. Finally – and of particular interest 
to us here – we wish to identify the social factors that may build upon 
and bolster individual commitment.
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2.3 Social commitment: the standard normative approach

According to a standard philosophical conception, a commitment is 
a relation among at least one committed agent,3 at least one agent to 
whom the commitment has been made, and an action which the com-
mitted agent is obligated to perform because she has given an assur-
ance to the second agent that she will do so, and the second agent has 
acknowledged this under conditions of common knowledge4 (Austin, 
1975; Gilbert, 1990; Scanlon, 1998; Searle, 1965; Shpall, 2014). I will 
refer to commitment in this standard philosophical sense as ‘com-
mitment in the strict sense’. For example, Susie has an obligation to 
Jennifer to pick up the kids from school because she (Susie) has ex-
pressed her willingness to do so, and Jennifer has acknowledged this. 
In the canonical case, the expression is effectuated by means of the 
speech act of promising. Of course, one can make a commitment (and 
indeed perform the speech act of promising) without explicitly saying 
‘I promise’, but whether one says ‘I promise’ or simply ‘yes’, the expres-
sion ‘will count as and will be taken as a promise in any context where 
it is obvious that in saying it I am accepting (or undertaking, etc.) an 
obligation’ (Searle, 1965: 68).

This conception provides a clear characterization of paradigm cases 
of social commitment (i.e., commitments arising through promises or 
other forms of assurance), and I believe that it provides a fruitful start-
ing point for normative discussions about commitments (Bratman, 
1992, 1999; Gilbert, 1990, 2009). For example, this definition gives 
what I take to be a clear and satisfying answer to the question of how 
commitments relate to obligations. Specifically, commitments give 
rise to obligations over and above the obligations that one already has 
anyway (one has the obligation to pay one’s taxes and to help drown-
ing children where possible irrespective of any commitment one may 
have entered into). In other words, commitments in the strict sense 
are a source of some but not all obligations. Moreover, this conception 
also explains nicely why commitments are directed towards specific 
individuals (i.e., if Agnes is committed to picking up Sam at the air-
port tomorrow, then this is a commitment that is specifically directed 
towards Sam). The reason why they are directed towards specific in-
dividuals is that they are relations linking at least two agents and an 
action (See Roth, 2018).

In this book, however, I am interested in illuminating the cogni-
tive and motivational processes that lead people to feel and act com-
mitted, and to expect others to do so as well. In pursuing this aim, 
I hope to contribute to the larger project of articulating ‘a cognitive 
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architecture that addresses the cognitive processes enabling people to 
perform actions together… [one that] covers planning for immediate 
actions, action monitoring and action prediction, and ways of simpli-
fying coordination’ (Vesper et al., 2010: 998). My contribution to this 
project is to explore what role commitment may play in joint action 
understood broadly, i.e., as ‘any form of social interaction whereby two 
or more individuals coordinate their actions in space and time to bring 
about a change in the environment’ (Sebanz et al., 2006: 70; for similar 
definitions, see Butterfill, 2012; Vesper et al., 2010).

From a psychological point of view, the standard conception of 
commitment in the strict sense has a few shortcomings. For one thing, 
it is clearly tailored to instances in which commitments arise through 
promises or other verbal assurances. But what about cases in which 
commitments arise without any verbal exchange at all? It is all very 
well to say, as Searle does (see above), that commitments can be gener-
ated just by saying yes, or even just by nodding or winking or by other 
means, as long as it is clear from the context that one intends thereby 
to take on a commitment (and this is common knowledge). But what 
features do the context need to have in order for this to be the case?

A second shortcoming is that it does not really explain why we are 
(sometimes) motivated to honor commitments. It simply tells us that 
when a commitment is in place, we have an obligation to perform the 
action we are committed to performing. But it does not explain why 
this motivates us. And indeed, we are not always motivated to do what 
we are obliged to do. It would be desirable to have an explanation that 
illuminates why we are sometimes, but not always, motivated to honor 
our commitments.

Third, the philosophical conception of commitment in the strict 
sense lures us into a superficially appealing but inaccurate view of 
what happens when we consider dissolving commitment. Specifically, 
it leads us to think that when we want to be released from commit-
ments, we need only ask to be released. If the person to whom we are 
committed releases us, we are free; if not, then we remain committed. 
This way of thinking has informed the empirical research that has 
been undertaken so far concerning the dissolution of commitments 
(Kachel, Svetlova, & Tomasello, 2018). As Chennells and Michael (un-
der review) have argued, however, this way of thinking does not pro-
vide a phenomenologically adequate explanation capturing the actual 
dynamics that unfold in such situations. Sometimes it would not be 
appropriate to ask for release, and sometimes it may be awkward to do 
so. Moreover, sometimes it is awkward or difficult to say no if one is 
asked to release someone else. And indeed, even if one does ask to be 
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released, it is far from clear how the various costs and benefits should 
be weighed against each other in order to decide whether or not to 
release is appropriate.

A fourth shortcoming is that it presents us with a binary notion of 
commitment: either the necessary conditions are fulfilled, and there 
is a commitment, or they are not, and there is no commitment. To 
see why this is unsatisfactory, consider the following variants of the 
example of Polly and Pam from the introduction to this book (also 
described by Michael, Sebanz, & Knoblich, 2016a: 3; adapted from 
Gilbert, 2009: 6):

Polly and Pam are in the habit of smoking a cigarette and talk-
ing together on the balcony during their afternoon coffee break. 
The sequence is broken when one day Pam waits for Polly but 
she doesn’t turn up. In this case, there has been no explicit agree-
ment to smoke a cigarette and talk together every day, and yet one 
might nevertheless have the sense that an implicit commitment is 
in place, and that Polly has violated that implicit commitment. 
This will depend on further details about the case. For example, 
if Polly and Pam have smoked and talked together every day for 
2 or 3 weeks, Polly might feel only slightly obligated to offer an 
explanation, but she would likely feel more strongly obligated if 
the pattern had been repeated for 2 or 3 years. Thus, it seems that 
mere repetition can give rise to an implicit sense of commitment. 
Similarly, […] one agent’s investment of effort or other costs in a 
joint action may also give rise to an implicit sense of commitment 
on the part of a second agent. If Pam, for example, must walk up 
five flights of stairs to reach the balcony where she and Polly habit-
ually smoke together, Polly’s implicit sense of commitment may be 
greater than if Pam only had to walk down the hall.

This example is intended to show that the extent to which one feels 
committed can be modulated by factors like the prior history of re-
peated interaction, and the amount of effort that one’s partners have 
invested in a joint action. And crucially, the standard philosophical 
conception of commitment (i.e., commitment in the strict sense) does 
not explain why this should be the case, and it provides us with no 
basis for identifying factors (like prior history of repeated interaction 
and effort investment) that may have such effects.

As a sidenote: my group actually ran a series of experiments to test 
whether people in general share our intuitions about scenarios like 
the case of Polly and Pam. Specifically, we instructed participants to 
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imagine being in Pam’s shoes in scenarios like this, and asked how 
annoyed they would be if Polly did not turn up, and to what extent 
they would think an apology to be in order. And indeed, the length of 
the shared history of repeated interaction, and the amount of effort 
invested, proved to make a difference – just as we expected (Bonalumi, 
Isella, & Michael, 2019).

2.4 Social commitment: a game-theoretic perspective

In the context of game theory, a commitment is a particular way of 
solving strategic problems where one agent would like to get a second 
agent to do X (or to refrain from doing X), but where that second agent 
is only willing to do (or refrain from doing) X if the first agent agrees 
to do Y (or to refrain from doing Y) (Frank, 1988; Luce & Raiffe, 1989; 
Nesse, 2001; Schelling, 1980). The challenge for the first agent, then, is 
to persuade the second agent that s/he (the first agent) really will do as 
s/he says at some point in time after the second agent has lost her lev-
erage. In its purest form, commitment in the game-theoretic sense is a 
means of solving this kind of strategic problem by removing the option 
of not acting as one has said one will act. It is a

device to leave the last clear chance to decide the outcome with 
the other party, in a manner that he fully appreciates; it is to re-
linquish further initiative, having rigged the incentives so that the 
other party must choose in one’s favor.

(Schelling, 1980: 37)

For example, one might attempt to win a game of chicken (a.k.a. hawk-
dove) by removing the steering wheel and holding it out the window for 
the other driver to see, and thereby removing the option of swerving to 
avoid the other driver. This ploy effectively forces the other driver to 
make the final decision whether to collide or to swerve.

Commitments can also be successful without irrevocably removing 
options. It is often sufficient to alter one’s incentive structure such that 
it would not be in one’s interests to deviate from what one has said one 
will do. This is the rationale underlying contracts. By agreeing to sign 
a contract, the first agent ensures that if she does not do what s/he has 
promised to do, s/he faces a penalty – and the second agent, know-
ing that this is the case, is thereby assured that the first agent will, in 
fact, do as she says. But contracts are not always feasible. To borrow 
one of Schelling’s (1980: 43–44) examples, a hostage would like to per-
suade his captor to release him, which the captor is in principle willing 
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to do (e.g., because it has become clear that the ransom will not be
paid). The captor may hesitate out of fear that the hostage will testify
against him. Of course, the hostage could promise not to testify, but
why should the captor believe this promise? The hostage could offer to 
sign a contract to give teeth to the promise – but this would be of little 
use to the captor given that the contract would only be enforceable
within the very legal system which he is eager to avoid. To solve this
problem, what the hostage needs to do is to somehow change his own
incentive structure such that testifying against the captor is not in his
own interests. One way to do this is to confess to some other crime (or
to commit some other crime), and to provide the captor with evidence
of this which the captor could use against him.

A more commonplace strategy, when formal contracts are not feasi-
ble, is for one agent to put her reputation at stake by making her com-
mitment to a second agent public (Heintz, Karabegovic, & Molnar, 
2016; Michael & Pacherie, 2015). This way, if she doesn’t perform the 
action that she committed to, she may suffer reputational costs. Down 
the line, of course, this is likely to have material implications insofar 
as she may find it more difficult to find partners for mutually benefi-
cial cooperative endeavors, as illuminated by partner choice models of 
mutualistic cooperation (Barclay & Willer, 2007; Baumard, André, & 
Sperber, 2013). Thus, it may be in the first agent’s material interest 
to act in accordance with her commitment even in the absence of a 
formal contract. In general, then, commitment in the game-theoretic 
sense can be thought of as ‘an act or signal that gives up options in 
order to influence someone’s behavior by changing incentives or ex-
pectations’ (Nesse, 2001: 14).

This game-theoretic perspective provides a clear functional task de-
scription for commitment: a commitment is a deliberate and discrete 
act by which an agent changes the payoff structure of her own future 
options in order to convince some other agent that she will do one 
thing and not another at a future time point. It is worth highlighting 
four important features of this approach because these features will 
provide useful points of contrast with the framework that we will be 
developing here.

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

First, commitment in this sense is strategic: the first agent commits 
because she wants to convince the second agent that she will do some-
thing (or refrain from doing something) in order to get the second 
agent to do something else (or refrain from doing something).

Second, the game-theoretic approach takes social instances of com-
mitment as its starting point – i.e., as opposed to instances of individ-
ual commitment, such as when one is committed to birdwatching or 
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to breaking the Coney Island hot dog eating record. Does this mean 
that it cannot be applied to instances of individual commitment? Not 
necessarily. One possibility is to consider that we can deliberately draw 
in other people in order to change the incentive structure of our own 
individual actions. For example, in order to enforce one’s intention 
to maintain a diet, one can enter into a wager with a third party and 
thereby introduce an extra penalty for non-compliance (Luce & Raiffe, 
1989). A further possibility is to think of cases of individual commit-
ment as cases in which one makes a commitment to one’s future self 
(Bryan, Karlan, & Nelson, 2010; Fudenberg & Levine, 2006; Thaler & 
Shefrin, 1981). Roger, the birdwatcher, might, for example, think that 
it is only worth resisting the temptation to sleep late this Sunday morn-
ing instead of birdwatching if he is also going to be able to resist the 
temptation on most future Sunday mornings (otherwise he should give 
up the ambition of being a serious birdwatcher anyway, and might 
just as well stay in bed). Having considered the matter in these terms, 
Roger may conclude that on future Sundays, he probably will be able 
to resist the temptation to sleep in often enough that it is worth in-
vesting the time and effort this Sunday, and this may contribute to 
his decision to get up and go birdwatching now. If so, then he may 
thereby put pressure on his own future self to conform to that expecta-
tion next Sunday. This would imply that the aversion to disappointing 
one’s own expectations of oneself provides an additional motivation to 
act in accordance with one’s commitment, lowering the net value of al-
ternative options (i.e., skipping a day of birdwatching to sleep in). This 
conjecture gains face value from research showing that when people 
feel more strongly connected with their future selves, they tend to be 
more willing to forego current rewards to obtain larger rewards later in 
time (Bartels & Rips, 2010). But before attempting a thorough evalua-
tion of this extension of the game-theoretic concept of commitment to 
individual commitment, it would be important to fill in further details. 
For example, we should ask whether there needs to be some equivalent 
of the deliberate act by which a committing agent changes her future 
payoff structure, and also whether there needs to be some equivalent of 
the strategic function of persuading some other agent to do something 
that she would not otherwise do. Often there seems not to be either of 
these things in cases of individual commitment.

A third feature I would like to highlight is that the game-theoretic 
account is tailored to cases in which a commitment is generated delib-
erately and explicitly. As a result, it does not illuminate the conditions 
under which commitments can arise unintentionally or gradually. 
To illustrate, consider the example of Polly and Pam discussed in the 
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previous subsection. Is it possible to map the game-theoretic concep-
tion of commitment onto these cases? There seems to have been no act 
by which Polly changed her payoff structure to prop up the value of the 
option of going to the balcony. One possibility is to think of it as the 
series of actions of going out onto the balcony rather than any single 
discrete action. But why should the repetition of the action (or Pam’s 
investment of effort costs) increase Polly’s valuation of the option of 
going to the balcony (or decrease the valuation of alternative options)? 
Some explanation would need to be provided of why these factors 
make a difference with respect to the reputational costs incurred by 
Polly if she does not show up. It is also worth highlighting that in this 
scenario Polly has not performed the action previously with the stra-
tegic intention of persuading Pam that she would do it in the future.

A fourth feature of this game-theoretic approach to commitment 
which I would like to highlight is that it conceptualizes commitment 
as an act with a particular pragmatic function, not as a psychological 
phenomenon. As a result, it is neutral with respect to the cognitive 
and motivational processes enabling individuals to commit or to re-
main committed – i.e., to resist short-term temptations and to act in 
accordance with commitments which optimize their long-term inter-
ests. From a normative point of view, it may be tempting to brush this 
psychological level aside. But it is well known that people are often 
tempted to make myopic decisions which fail to maximize their long-
term benefits, and that they often succumb to such temptations (for an 
overview, see, e.g., Read, 2004). Given that it is it often tempting not 
to do what is in one’s best interests in the long-term, how do people 
manage to resist such temptations?

I started out this subsection by characterizing commitment in 
game-theoretic terms. This provided us with a clear conception of 
commitment as a particular kind of problem. I also identified four dis-
tinctive features of this approach to commitment: it conceptualizes 
commitment as a strategic device, it takes social rather than individual 
commitment as its starting point, it is clearly tailored to cases of explicit 
rather than implicit commitment, and it is neutral with respect to the 
cognitive and motivational mechanisms underpinning commitment. 
None of these features is a problem per se, but it would be desirable 
to develop an account which is not restricted to instances of strategic 
thinking, which relates individual to social commitment, which spec-
ifies the circumstances giving rise to implicit commitment (as well as 
the factors which modulate the degree of commitment, as the example 
of Polly and Pam also illustrated), and which illuminates the cognitive 
and motivational mechanisms underpinning commitment.
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2.5 Summing up so far

In this chapter, I canvassed three approaches to commitment, and 
considered what answers each might give to our key questions.

The first of these approaches was based on Bratman’s (1984; 1987; 
1992; 1999; 2013; 2018) theory of intentional agency. Bratman’s theory 
conceptualizes commitment from the perspective of thinking about 
individual intentional agency, and accordingly about the norms of 
practical rationality. What I would like to take on board from this the-
ory is the idea that it is rational to maintain some (unspecified) degree 
of commitment to one’s intentions in general. This is simply a matter 
of bringing order into one’s temporally extended agency – i.e., settling 
some questions (What goal to adopt?) in order to be able to move on 
to some other questions (How to achieve the goal? What other goals 
to adopt?). Of course, insofar as I am interested in the psychology of 
commitment, rationality per se is not directly relevant. However, an 
analysis of rationality provides benchmarks against which to compare 
evolved, cognitively sophisticated agents; we should expect human 
psychology to be equipped with mechanisms that ensure that we at 
least approximate rationality. I also noted that certain remarks made 
by Bratman provide a rough starting point for thinking about how so-
cial commitment may build on individual commitment. The idea here 
was that it is likely to be beneficial to maintain a reputation as some-
one who reliably sticks to the intentions which she adopts. Finally, I 
pointed out that Bratman does not address psychological aspects of 
commitment.

The second approach was what I take to be the mainstream concep-
tion of commitment among philosophers. It, or something quite simi-
lar, can be seen most clearly in the writings of speech act theorists and 
those influenced by them (Austin, 1975; Gilbert, 1990; Scanlon, 1998; 
Searle, 1965; Shpall, 2014), but very similar views also pre-date speech 
act theory (Reinach, 1913). This approach focuses on social commit-
ments. Although I caution against thinking of social commitment as 
necessarily involving all the features picked out by this approach, I 
do think that it does a fine job of articulating paradigmatic cases of 
social commitment, and I believe that it is useful as a sort of a pro-
totype concept, or as marking out one end of a spectrum of cases. 
Like Bratman’s theory, this approach is cast in normative terms, but 
the norms in question are moral norms rather than norms of practical 
rationality. There are ways of applying it to individual commitment, 
but probably only in a narrow range of cases (in particular, think-
ing of individual commitments in terms of obligations that one has to 
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oneself seems like a bit of a stretch in many cases). It does not address 
the psychology of commitment.

The third, a game-theoretic approach, takes social commitment as 
the starting point (Frank, 1988; Schelling, 1980). It does not invoke 
norms directly, as least not as directly as the other two approaches, but 
it is certainly consistent with the idea that norms are at least typically 
at play in commitments. Moral norms may come into play in cases in 
which I tell someone that I will do X (and thereby put my reputation 
at stake), and so might norms of practical rationality insofar as main-
taining a reputation for reliability is instrumental. As I have observed, 
this approach says nothing directly about the psychology of commit-
ment. What I would like to take on board from the game-theoretic ap-
proach is the insight that the reward values of our action options both 
influence, and are influenced by, others’ expectations about what we 
will do. In order to distill the strategic structure of social commitment 
as neatly as possible, the game-theoretic approach focuses on cases in 
which we deliberately perform discrete actions with a strategic inten-
tion. But many of the examples of social factors – discussed here in this 
chapter and also in later chapters – are intended to show that we do 
not always do this deliberately. Thus, we will have to look for a more 
general account to cash out this insight.

In the next chapter, I will draw upon components of these three ap-
proaches to begin to sketch a new framework for relating individual 
and social commitment, as well as psychological and normative aspects 
of commitment. The foundation of this framework is an analysis of the 
core function which unites many, though probably not all, instances of 
individual and social commitment. This functional analysis will also 
enable us to discern the underlying cognitive and motivational mech-
anisms which are common to instances of individual and social com-
mitment, and to develop a comprehensive overview of individual and 
social factors that may trigger commitment. Once we have this founda-
tion in place, we will home in on social commitment in Chapter 4.

Notes
 1 I will use the expression ‘new information’ in a broad sense to include 

information about oneself or one’s desires. For example, Frank may dis-
cover on this way to the cinema that he is surprisingly regretful about his 
decision and that he, in fact, has a deeper desire to go to the theater than 
he realized.

 2 To motivate the notion that commitment comes in degrees, see the exam-
ple of Polly and Pam in the next subsection, as well as the detailed discus-
sion of resistance to reconsideration in Chapter 4.
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 3 For simplicity’s sake, I will speak of one agent making a commitment. 
Thus, I will bracket out the interesting question whether there are any 
systematic differences between cases in which individuals enter into com-
mitments and cases in which groups do so.

 4 The concept of ‘common knowledge’ is a complex and contested one: ac-
cording to more stringent analyses (e.g., Lewis, 1969; Schiffer, 1972), P is 
common knowledge for Susie and Jennifer if and only if Susie and Jennifer 
know that P, and both are in a position to know this. Thus, there is no 
common knowledge and accordingly no commitment in the strict sense if 
Susie mistakenly believes that Jennifer has not heard her assurance that 
she will pick up the kids, or if Jennifer mistakenly believes that Susie mis-
takenly believes this, etc.
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3.1 Introduction

In developing a new framework that illuminates the relationship be-
tween individual and social commitment, my starting point is the as-
sumption of limited motivational integration:

Forming a goal does not automatically ensure that the steps which 
need to be taken to achieve the goal are themselves more rewarding 
than alternatives along the way; as a result, we are often tempted to 
act in ways that are inconsistent with our goals.

In many cases, this is because our currently predominant motivation 
does not adequately reflect what is in our long-term interests. For ex-
ample, one may be tempted to stay in bed and sleep for an extra hour 
rather than going for a jog or to smoke a cigarette, eat a second piece of 
cake or drink an extra glass of wine while out at a party. In many other 
cases, we simply find it difficult to stick to goals that we have adopted 
and to stop reconsidering alternatives which are more or less equally 
valuable. To illustrate, recall the example of Frank that we imagined 
in relation to Bratman’s theory. One can imagine Frank deciding to go 
to the theater rather than the cinema and setting out in the appropriate 
direction, but then remembering how much he enjoyed the last film by 
the same director as tonight’s film, hesitating, reversing his course, 
then noticing that it is too late to catch the metro to the cinema, again 
reversing his course, etc. What this example illustrates is that it can be 
psychologically difficult to shield one’s goals from fluctuations in one’s 
short-term interests and passing impulses – so difficult, in fact, that 
we often go to great lengths to devise means of removing alternative 
options before they tempt us (see the discussion of game theory in the 
previous chapter). In short, temporally extended agency is made diffi-
cult by the limits of our motivational integration.

3 Individual and social 
commitment

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315111308-3
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The assumption of limited motivational integration is, in fact, sup-
ported by decades of research on reward processing and motivation. 
This research reveals that the regulation of motivation results from a 
complex interplay of distinct mechanisms which track and respond 
to different, imperfectly aligned indicators of value. One central dis-
tinction is that between mechanism for ‘liking’ and mechanisms for 
‘wanting’.

“Liking” is essentially hedonic impact – the brain reaction under-
lying sensory pleasure-triggered by immediate receipt of reward 
such as a sweet taste…. “Wanting”, or incentive salience, is the 
motivational incentive value of the same reward … “Wanting” is 
purely the incentive motivational value of a stimulus, not its he-
donic impact.

(Berridge, 2004: 194)

In the best case, liking and wanting normally go together: you want to 
eat when you are hungry (food has incentive value that motivates you 
to eat), and you like the experience of eating (you experience pleasure 
while eating). But they also come apart in many cases. For example, 
our limited capacity for affective forecasting sometimes leads to ‘mi-
swanting’, or failing to accurately anticipate how much we will like or 
dislike something (Gilbert & Wilson, 2005). Or in addiction, people 
may want a drug but not take pleasure in it – i.e., not like the actual 
experience (Robinson & Berridge, 1993; 2003). Insofar as shorter-term 
goals are more driven by wants, and longer-term goals are more driven 
by likes, it is likely that they are particularly in need of shielding.

More generally, the assumption of limited motivational integration 
provides us with the core of a functional task description for commit-
ment: to shield longer-term goals from fluctuations in our shorter-term 
goals and current impulses. Given this functional task description, it is 
apparent that there may be many reasons why a particular goal is val-
uable in the longer term – but these differences in the source of long-
term value of goals do not entail that the mechanisms which shield 
goals from fluctuations in shorter-term goals or current impulses need 
to be different (Dreisbach & Haider, 2009; Hofmann, Friese, & Roefs, 
2009; Shah, Friedman, & Kruglanski, 2002).

What are these mechanisms? Hofmann, Friese and Roefs (2009) 
distinguish three psychological mechanisms by which goals may be 
shielded: (i) attentional control is engaged to exclude information 
which is not relevant to the pursuit of the goal from being noticed; 
(ii) by exercising inhibitory control to avoid performing actions or 
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entertaining thoughts which are not conducive to the goal and (iii) af-
fective control to enhance positive emotions arising from goal pursuit 
and to dampen negative emotions arising from resistance to tempta-
tion and distraction. These three mechanisms may work in concert 
or independently of each other – and indeed, if attentional and/or 
affective control are sufficiently effective, the demands on inhibitory 
control may be reduced. In addition, goals can sometimes be shielded 
with the help of what one might call ‘situational strategies’ – i.e., by 
avoiding situations in which one is likely to be tempted to deviate 
from the goal. Situational strategies recruit a different set of psycho-
logical processes, in particular prospection, forecasting and planning 

Case 1: Goal selection

Roger is a birdwatcher and is out hiking in the woods. He 
catches a glimpse of the characteristic twinkle on the wing of a 
slender-billed curlew, and is inclined to chase after it. Just then, 
however, it occurs to him that he has lost track of where he is, 
and he notices that it is getting dark and chilly. He realizes that 
it is in his best interests to give up on birdwatching and to build 
a shelter to sleep in.

Case 1 illustrates something a bit different from commitment 
in the sense in which we have been discussing it so far – i.e. dif-
ferent from commitment in the sense of shielding goals. What it 
illustrates is the need to select goals that are in one’s long-term 
interests in the first place. We can think of commitment coming 
into play in this case in the sense that Roger has a stronger com-
mitment to the goal of staying alive than to the goal of observing 
this particular bird. More generally speaking, he values some 
goals more than others in the first place. There are many reasons 
why some goals are particularly valued over others, e.g., because 
of a pre-existing valuation of some broader goal, principle, type 
of activity, person, relationship or whatever. In such cases, it is 
not uncommon in everyday speech to use the term ‘commitment’ 
to refer to this pre-existing valuation (e.g., being committed to 
a principle, a value, an activity, a person or a relationship). We 
can think of commitment in these cases as a disposition to be 
committed to specific goals which are consistent with or serve 
the interests of the principle, activity, person, relationship, etc. 
to which one is committed.1
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Case 2: Planning

As in Case 1, Roger has decided to build the shelter and formed 
a plan to collect some large branches to make a frame and a 
bunch of spruce boughs for the walls and roof. He is just about 
to set to work. But now it occurs to him that he has a bunch 
of clothing which could conceivably be tied together to form a 
makeshift tarp, which could perhaps somehow be used instead 
of the spruce boughs … or maybe he doesn’t even need the frame 
if he just hangs everything from some trees … but will this really 
work? Instead of wasting time and energy evaluating this and the 
myriad other options that may occur to him, it may be wise just 
to stop thinking about it and get back to work. This recalls Hof-
mann, Friese and Roefs’s (2009) notion that attentional control 
is engaged to exclude information which is not relevant to the 
pursuit of the goal.

In Case 2, in contrast to Case 1, it is not a question of selecting 
the appropriate goal in the first place but of resisting the tempta-
tion to reconsider what the most appropriate goal is. This is the 
kind of case which Bratman has in mind when he suggests that 
it is sometimes rational to resist reconsidering our options once 
we have settled on a plan. As noted earlier, in Chapter 2, Brat-
man does not offer any principles for determining when and to 
what extent it is rational or functional to resist reconsideration. 
One principle which at first blush seems compelling is that, when 
confronted with new information, one should consider whether 
one would have made a different decision if the new information 
had been available when one made the original decision in the 
first place. The problem with this principle is that to determine 
whether one would have decided differently, one needs to recon-
sider. In other words, the proposed principle does not really ex-
plain when one should reconsider.

To solve this problem, the aforementioned principle can be 
modified as follows:

The Principle of Partial Reconsideration: When confronted 
with new information, one should begin to reconsider, and then 
make a preliminary assessment as to how likely it seems that 
one would wind up with a different decision if one did re-hash 
the decision-making process – and continue to reconsider for 
as long as this likelihood exceeds a reasonable threshold.
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The principle of partial reconsideration immediately throws up 
two obvious questions: How high should one set the threshold 
for the likelihood that full reconsideration would lead to a differ-
ent outcome? And: How much reconsideration should one engage 
in before making one’s preliminary assessment? The answers to 
both questions depend on numerous contextual factors. A closer 
look at these contextual factors will enable us to formulate a 
series of sub-principles. These sub-principles – along with the 
principle of partial reconsideration – can be viewed as normative 
insofar as they provide guidance in determining the appropriate 
level of resistance to reconsideration. But they can also be viewed 
as hypotheses about human psychology: insofar as the normative 
analysis adequately captures the principles that would be most 
beneficial for human psychology to implement, we should expect 
that evolution and learning have shaped human practical reason-
ing to approximate those principles. Empirical research will be 
necessary to determine to what extent this is correct, and in what 
ways human psychology diverges from the normative analysis.

To begin with the first question, the appropriate threshold de-
pends on how important it is that one make the best possible deci-
sion. Insofar as Roger’s life is at stake, it is very important that he 
make the best possible decision. This means that even a slight pos-
sibility that a better plan might be available should be examined 
carefully. In contrast, if Roger were reconsidering whether to chase 
after the receding tune of the slender-billed curlew or to search for 
some other bird instead, it would not be quite as important which 
decision he makes. Thus, one sub-principle is that resistance to re-
consideration should be inversely proportional to the stakes. If people 
operate with such a principle, we should predict that they would be 
less likely to consider alternatives, and would consider them less 
thoroughly, if stakes are low than if the stakes are high.

With respect to the second question, it is important to consider 
the opportunity costs of reconsideration. Most importantly, the 
time spent reconsidering could be spent implementing the cur-
rent plan. This cost will be especially high in situations in which 
there is time pressure. This leads us to a further sub- principle: 
resistance to reconsideration should be higher when there is time 
pressure. If people, in fact, operate with such a principle, we 
should predict that they would be less likely to consider alterna-
tives, and would consider them less thoroughly, to the extent that 
they are under time pressure.
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Moreover, the (opportunity) costs of reconsideration will also 
depend on what one is doing already (to what extent the current 
course of action requires one’s ongoing attention). Evaluation 
of new information may or not be possible without interfering 
with the current course of action. This leads us to the follow-
ing sub-principle: resistance to reconsideration should be higher 
to the extent that the current action requires attention. If people 
operate with such a principle, we should predict that they would 
be less likely to consider alternatives, and would consider them 
less thoroughly, to the extent that the course of action they have 
chosen currently requires their attention.

It is also relevant that the costs and benefits of reconsidering 
options may be more or less certain. In Case 2, it seems that both 
the costs and the benefits of reconsidering are relatively uncer-
tain. It is not obvious whether or not the alternative plan is better 
than the one Roger is already implementing. To determine this, 
Roger would need to look around a bit to evaluate the available 
resources and imagine going through the steps of the alternative 
plan. And since the alternative option begins as just a vague idea, 
Roger won’t really know right away how much time and effort it 
would take to work out the details and thoroughly evaluate the 
idea. In other cases, however, an alternative option may appear 
clearly right away. For example, if Roger were to notice an appar-
ently abandoned hut among the trees of a nearby hillside, it would 
not require time-consuming deliberation to determine whether 
to change plans: the advantages of sleeping in the hut rather than 
building a shelter from scratch are immediately obvious. This 
contrast illustrates the following sub-principle: resistance to re-
consideration should be higher when the costs and benefits of alter-
natives are uncertain. If people operate with such a principle, we 
should predict that they would be less likely to consider alterna-
tives, and would consider them less thoroughly, to the extent that 
they take the decision landscape to be uncertain or volatile.

A related point is that one may have been more or less confi-
dent in the original plan in the first place. If Roger was not really 
sure to begin with that the shelter he was constructing would be 
sufficiently warm and dry, he should be more open to considering 
alternatives that arise than if he had been fairly confident in his 
plan. This leads us to the following sub-principle: resistance to re-
consideration should be higher to the extent that one was confident 
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that the original option. If people operate with such a sub- principle, 
we should predict that they would be less likely to consider alter-
natives, and would consider them less thoroughly, to the extent 
that they were confident when making the original decision.

Finally, it is also relevant to consider how many other plans 
are likely to depend on the current goal being achieved, and 
would therefore also need to be abandoned or revised. This leads 
us to a crucial sub-principle: resistance to reconsideration should 
be higher to the extent that one has built on this goal in making 
further plans. If people operate with such a principle, we should 
predict that they would be less likely to consider alternatives, 
and would consider them less thoroughly, to the extent that they 
have made further decisions or plans based upon the one that is 
currently a candidate for reconsideration.

This last sub-principle is particularly important for the cur-
rent discussion insofar as it provides a platform for social com-
mitment. This is because, if one has publicly selected a goal, 
other people may make decisions and plans based on the expec-
tation that one will achieve that goal. In consequence of this, if 
one does not follow through and complete the goal, others may 
be disappointed and may have wasted time or other resources – 
an outcome which one may prefer to avoid in general in order to 
preserve one’s relationships and one’s reputation (Dana et al., 
2006; Heintz et al., 2015; Székely & Michael, 2018).2 This moti-
vates the sub-principle that one should resist reconsideration to 
the extent that others are aware of, and may be relying on, one’s 
original decision. If people operate with such a principle, we 
should predict that they would be less likely to consider alterna-
tives, and would consider them less thoroughly, to the extent that 
others are aware of the original decision they have made, and 
all the more so to the extent that others are likely to have made 
decisions or plans based on this expectation.

In sum, there are a range of contextual factors that determine 
how much reconsideration is appropriate. In the foregoing discus-
sion, I have not attempted to provide an exhaustive list but, rather, 
to identify factors which are likely to be particularly relevant in 
general: the stakes, time pressure, current attentional require-
ments, costs and benefits of alternatives, confidence regarding the 
original option, consequences concerning further plans, and the 
effects of other people’s awareness of the goal-directed action.
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Case 3: Goal pursuit

Roger has been working on the shelter for a while and gotten 
most of the frame up. Now, he notices some other branches that 
may work even better, and they are, in fact, shaped just right so 
that he could build a frame out of them fairly quickly and would 
be done just as quickly as if he continued with the frame he has 
been working on so far. If he had seen these in the first place, he 
surely would have selected them rather than the ones that he did 
select. But now he thinks that it would be a shame to waste the 
effort he has already invested in the current frame.

This is sunk cost reasoning – i.e., Roger is taking his past 
investment into account in deciding how to act in the future 
(Heath, 1995). There is some controversy as to whether sunk cost 
reasoning is ever rational (Kelly, 2004; Walton, 2002). Though 
we need not address this controversy here, one argument in de-
fense of sunk cost reasoning is relevant for the current discus-
sion. Specifically, a tendency to take sunk costs into account 
may be useful as a heuristic that functions to keep one on track 
when one should stay on track but might be at risk of deviating. 
When might this be the case?

 i When one, in fact, should stay on track but is likely to form 
the mistaken belief that it is in one’s interest to switch plans;

Table 3.1  Factors influencing the appropriate level of resistance to 
reconsideration

Factor Greater resistance Greater openness 
to reconsideration to reconsideration

Stakes Low High
Time pressure High Low
Attentional demands of High Low

current task
Confidence in original goal High Low
Certainty about costs and Low High

benefits of alternative goal
Further goals built upon High Low

original goal
Others relying on original High Low

goal being achieved
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 ii When one is tempted for the wrong reasons to switch, e.g., 
because it is boring or effortful to continue, and one there-
fore comes to experience the task as aversive (Botvinick & 
Braver, 2015);

 iii When there is uncertainty about whether staying the course 
is the right choice (see Case 2 above), and one is likely to 
waste time and energy if one starts reconsidering.

Interestingly, Heath (1995) argues that people don’t engage in 
sunk cost reasoning very often except under very special cir-
cumstances, namely when it is difficult to calculate or compare 
the costs and benefits (see (i) and (ii) above). This would be con-
sistent with the principle, identified above, that we should avoid 
reconsideration to the extent that the costs and benefits of alter-
native options are uncertain.

Sunk cost reasoning can be distinguished from what has been 
called ‘soft commitment’ (Rachlin, 2016; Siegel & R achlin, 
1995). In soft commitment, merely beginning a behavioral pat-
tern may increase the value of completing it, and as one pro-
gresses towards completion, the value of completion increases. 
To borrow an example from Rachlin (2016), a group of people 
playing baseball are going to be more willing to keep on playing 
despite a bit of rain if they have already reached the ninth inning 
than they would be if they had just started. Fictional examples 
aside, there has, in fact, been empirical research documenting 
soft commitment in human adults (Kivetz et al., 2006), as well 
as in rats (Hull, 1932) and pigeons (Siegel & Rachlin, 1995).3 Soft 
commitment is different from sunk cost reasoning because the 
whole pattern may be rewarding rather than costly.4 But like 
sunk cost reasoning, it implies a kind of ‘mission creep’ – i.e., the 
value of a goal is increased by acting towards that goal.

Why on earth would acting towards a goal increase one’s val-
uation of the goal? Why does having played eight innings make 
it more attractive to keep going until the end? One hypothesis 
(which would apply to soft commitment as well as to sunk cost 
reasoning) is that one’s prior actions (selecting a goal, planning 
and initiating goal pursuit) may indicate to oneself that one 
values the activity and/or the goal (Schrift & Parker, 2014). A 
further hypothesis (which would apply to soft commitment as 
well as to sunk cost reasoning) is that when one begins acting 
towards a goal, one tends to form other plans that presuppose 
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the completion of that goal. A third hypothesis is that it is taxing 
to maintain representations of our unfinished goals (and of the 
plans we have formed for achieving those goals), and we accord-
ingly experience relief in completing goals so that we can forget 
about them. This may be what William James had in mind in 
remarking that: ‘Nothing is so fatiguing as the eternal hanging 
on of an uncompleted task’ (James, 2007). This latter hypothesis 
motivates the following sub-principle to the principle of partial 
reconsideration: when confronted with alternatives to a current 
goal, one should resist reconsideration to the extent that other 
plans would also thereby be affected. If people operate with such a 
principle, we should predict that they would be less likely to con-
sider alternatives, and would consider them less thoroughly, to 
the extent that it is uncertain what other plans might be affected.

This last sub-principle reveals that commitment in this sense 
of ‘mission creep’ – i.e., valuing a goal more for having selected 
it, made a plan, initiated action, invested effort, made further 
plans that presuppose it – is useful as a default tendency for 
agents, like us humans, who make lots of interrelated plans that 
unfold over various timescales. Indeed, one might speculate that 
sunk cost reasoning may be a side effect of such a tendency to 
commit to goals more and more as a function of having already 
begun to progress towards completing them.

The idea of commitment as mission creep may be seen to com-
plement Bratman’s analysis by presenting a candidate psycholog-
ical mechanism which implements resistance to reconsideration. 
This may sound strange at first blush, since I have characterized 
commitment as mission creep in such a way that it may be pres-
ent in infants and non-human animals, whereas Bratman focuses 
on cases in which intentions results from conscious deliberation, 
and in which the decision whether or not to reopen deliberation is 
made consciously. But there is nothing in Bratman’s (1987) anal-
ysis that is inconsistent with the idea that at least some resist-
ance to reconsideration is implemented by basic psychological 
mechanisms which do not require consciousness, language or 
other sophisticated cognitive skills. Of course, sophisticated cog-
nition should make it possible to calibrate resistance to calibra-
tion more precisely and flexibly, for example by considering the 
factors specified in the previous subsection (see Table 3.1). And 
indeed, this is crucially important for creatures such as us adult 
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humans, who have to juggle a wide range of novel goals in paral-
lel, at various timescales. The present conjecture is that mission 
creep commitment is a basic mechanism implementing resistance 
to reconsideration which may be shared with other animals – not 
that it is the only such mechanism in adult humans.

Furthermore, commitment as mission creep provides a robust 
platform for social commitment. One reason for this is that one’s 
investment of effort in pursuit of a goal may signal to others that 
the goal is worth achieving, leading them to adopt the goal as 
well. Indeed, this conjecture is supported by research on ‘goal 
contagion’ (Aarts, Gollwitzer, & Hassin, 2004), which suggests 
that when people hear or read about some other agent pursu-
ing a particular goal, they are more likely to adopt that goal for 
themselves. It is also supported by research on ‘goal slippage’ in 
the developmental literature (Michael & Székely, 2017;  Michael  
et al., under review; see also Kenward & Gredebäck, 2013; 
 Paulus, 2014). For example, Michael et al., (under review) report 
evidence that toddlers’ apparent ‘helping behavior’ is motivated 
by a preference to complete others’ unfinished actions.

Moreover, by investing time, effort or other resources in per-
sisting towards a goal, one indicates to others all the more clearly 
that one values the goal and will persist until one achieves it (just 
as one may do by publicly adopting a goal, as noted above). Inso-
far as this may strengthen their expectation that one will achieve 
the goal, it also constitutes an invitation to them to rely on the 
expectation and to plan accordingly, thereby further entrench-
ing one’s own commitment towards the goal, as well as theirs, 
etc. This conjecture gains credence from some recent research 
which we will discuss in later chapters.

Insofar as one is averse to disappointing others, then, one 
should adopt the sub-principle to resist reconsideration to the ex-
tent that others have observed one acting towards a goal. If people 
operate with such a principle, we should predict that they would 
be less likely to consider alternatives, and would consider them 
less thoroughly, to the extent that others have observed them 
performing actions in pursuit of a goal, or indeed any actions 
which are likely to be interpreted as indicating pursuit of a goal.

From this perspective, making a promise or simply stat-
ing one’s intention to perform a particular action appears as a 
special case of a broader class of cases in which, by initiating 
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(Duckworth, Glender, & Gross, 2016). For example, if one predicts 
that there will be cake at the reception after the lecture, and antici-
pates that one will be unable to resist the cake, one might make a point 
of scheduling an appointment right after the lecture so that one is not 
tempted to linger and indulge in the cake. Or there is what George 
Ainslie (2021) calls recursive self-prediction – related to his notion of 
choice bundling, Ainslie et al. (2003). This is the idea that I can resist 
a temptation now (e.g. to eat some cake) by seeing this case as a test 
case for a broader pattern – i.e. because I know that if I do eat the cake 

a sequence of actions which typically leads to a particular out-
come, one invites others to form the expectation that one will 
bring about that outcome. In other words, the promise or the 
statement of an intention can be seen as a conventionalized first 
step in the sequence leading to a particular outcome. If we think 
in these terms, then commitment in the strict sense, as charac-
terized by speech act theorists and philosophers such as Scanlon 
and Gilbert (discussed in Chapter 2), appears as a kind of limit-
ing case on a continuum that also includes many of the fuzzier 
cases that we have discussed along the way. This does not imply 
that the analyses offered by these philosophers are invalid. In-
stead, it means that these analyses should be seen as characteriz-
ing a prototype rather than as providing necessary and sufficient 
conditions for membership in a sui generis category; in many 
instances, some but not all of the conditions will be met, and 
the resultant phenomenon will look and feel very much like a 
commitment.

Of course, the act of making a promise introduces norms and 
obligations that may otherwise be absent. The claim here is not 
that promising to do X is no different at all from simply starting 
to do X, but it can be seen as building upon this broader phe-
nomenon of creating expectations by initiating and persisting 
in goal-directed action. And indeed, Bonalumi, Michael and 
Heintz (forthcoming) have recently shown that a sense of com-
mitment can be elicited if one agent (the sender) has led a second 
agent (the recipient) to rely on her to do something, and if this is 
part of the two agents’ common ground. Crucially, this situation 
can occur even if the sender has neither uttered a commissive 
speech act nor performed any action that would conventionally 
be interpreted as such.
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now, it provides evidence to me that in the future, I will also fail to re-
sist similar temptations. Insofar as such situational strategies solve the 
problem of goal shielding by removing temptations or making them 
less tempting, they can be regarded as analogous to contracts and to 
other devices described by game theorists.

Thus, cases of individual and social commitment can be seen to 
overlap with respect to the mechanisms engaged in stabilizing our mo-
tivation to act towards the goal. As we will see later, there are also 
specifically social mechanisms, which will be of special interest in this 
book. Moreover, individual and social commitment may be seen to 
differ with respect to the source of a goal’s value. This already provides 
us with a partial answer to the question of how individual and social 
cases of commitment relate to each other: they are likely to overlap 
substantially with respect to the mechanisms, which they engage to 
stabilize motivation to act towards goals, and they differ with respect 
to the source of the value of the goals in question. We will return to 
this in Chapter 6.

For now, taking a step further, we also wish to understand how 
those aspects of individual and social commitment which differ relate 
to each other. To do this, we will need to examine how goals come to 
be selected, and in particular to home in on the individual and social 
factors which lead us to identify some goals as being valuable, and 
thus worth shielding from fluctuations in short-term interests and cur-
rent impulses. As we shall see, individual and social factors interact 
with each other over the course of goal-directed action to progres-
sively boost the valuation of goals.

3.2 Progressive goal valuation

In order to structure our examination of how some goals come to be 
valued and selected, it will be helpful to think in terms of a template 
of goal-directed action unfolding over several stages: selecting a goal, 
forming a plan, initiating action, persevering all the way through to 
completion. To be clear: this full template is not applicable in all cases. 
We may sometimes find ourselves acting in pursuit of a goal without 
having deliberately selected it or engaged in any conscious planning. 
Nevertheless, the full template will enable us to identify (individual 
and social) factors which can come into play to progressively boost 
goal valuation as goal-directed action unfolds – e.g., as a result of hav-
ing selected, planned, initiated action towards the goal. To identify 
and characterize these factors, we will take one of the simple exam-
ples from the introduction and embellish it as we go along in order to 
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distinguish among a range of possible cases in which these different 
factors come into play at various stages.

3.3 Summing up so far

In this chapter, I started out from the assumption of limited motiva-
tional integration – i.e., the assumption that forming a goal does not 
automatically ensure that the steps which need to be taken to achieve 
the goal are themselves more rewarding than alternatives along the 
way; as a result, we are often tempted to act in ways that do not sup-
port our long-term goals. Insofar as our limited motivational integra-
tion presents an impediment to temporally extended agency, there is 
an important functional role for commitment as a device which shields 
longer-term goals from fluctuations in our short-term interests and 
passing impulses.

When viewed in this light, individual and social commitment can 
be seen to overlap substantially with respect to the basic mechanisms 
which they engage to stabilize motivation to act towards valuable 
goals but to differ in that social commitment introduces an array of 
additional mechanisms. Individual and social commitment can also 
be seen as involving distinct but complementary sources of goal valu-
ation, i.e., as involving distinct but complementary reasons why some 
goals are valued and accordingly worth shielding.

To illuminate how these distinct but complementary mechanisms 
and sources of goal valuation relate to each other, I homed in on vari-
ous stages along the way from goal selection to goal completion. This 
enabled me to identify various individual and social factors which can 
come into play to progressively boost goal valuation as a result of hav-
ing selected, planned and initiated action towards the goal, etc.

Though I have been focusing on the ways in which social commit-
ment builds upon individual commitment, this should not be taken 
to imply that individual commitment does not also build upon social 
commitment. Indeed, we did discuss some ideas along the way about 
how this may happen. For example, we considered the idea that I can 
make my individual commitments public and thereby leverage my de-
sire for a good reputation to put pressure on myself to follow through 
on my commitment. More generally, I would speculate that our ex-
periences with social commitments provide a kind of training which 
scaffolds the development of the skills we need to form and follow 
through on individual commitments. Specifically, the need to coor-
dinate with others forces us to learn to form and stick to plans, and 
as we see how useful this is for coordinating with others, we import it 
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also into our individual planning, enabling us to achieve our desired 
outcomes more simply by forming plans that we can build upon. In 
other words, social context fosters the development of a sensitivity to 
the norms of practical reasoning.

This general way of conceptualizing the relationship between indi-
vidual and social commitment laid out here provides the foundation 
for the framework for investigating social commitment. It is to this 
that I turn in the next chapter.

Notes
 1 For more on commitment to principles, values, etc., see Sen (1977; 2002; 

2005).
 2 Indeed, it can be argued one has a moral obligation to avoid disappoint-

ing the expectations which one has led others to form about one’s future 
actions expectations, in particular when others are likely to be relying 
on those expectations – at least when those expectations are reasonable 
(Scanlon, 1998).

 3 One way to distinguish experimentally between soft commitment and 
sunk cost reasoning is to control for the amount (of money, effort, time, 
etc.) that has previously been invested. Soft commitment, in contrast to 
sunk cost reasoning, is sensitive to the distance to the goal, not the dis-
tance from the starting point.

 4 It is also possible in cases of soft commitment to identify costs, such 
as time and energy, that have been invested during the course of goal- 
directed action. The point of the distinction is that in cases of commit-
ment, the expenditure of those ‘costs’ is itself experienced as rewarding.
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4.1 Introduction

In the last chapter, I introduced a way of thinking about how indi-
vidual and social forms of commitment relate to each other. In par-
ticular, I proposed to conceptualize social commitment as building 
upon individual commitment, and introducing additional mecha-
nisms. This also implies that it incorporates norms in the same sense 
as individual commitment – namely, the norms of practical ration-
ality (being unreliable can be costly to your reputation and to your 
relationships with people, making it difficult to achieve some of your 
goals). In addition, the social dimension also brings moral norms into 
play: it is sometimes morally wrong to raise and then disappoint peo-
ple’s expectations, in particular when they are relying on one to fulfill 
those expectations.

Where does this leave us in terms of understanding how we identify 
and assess the degree of our social commitments? What situational 
factors play a role here, and what are the underlying cognitive and mo-
tivational mechanisms? In this chapter, I will introduce the framework 
that my research group has adopted in attempting to illuminate the 
psychology of social commitment. I will return to individual commit-
ment later on, in Chapter 6.

4.2 The framework

Some of the components of this framework have already been devel-
oped in the previous chapter. In particular, I pointed out that by se-
lecting and initiating pursuit towards a goal, one can sometimes lead 
others to form, and to rely upon, the expectation that one will com-
plete the goal – and that this may lead one to feel committed to pur-
suing that goal in order to avoid disappointing others’ expectations 

4 The sense of commitment
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and thereby undermining one’s relationships and one’s reputation. 
Building upon this starting point, the framework is structured by an 
analysis of the minimal structure that needs to be in place in order for 
a sense of commitment to emerge.

The core of this structure is illustrated in Figure 4.1. It consists of 
an outcome (O), two agents (ME and YOU), and at least one crucial 
contribution which YOU need to make in order to bring about the 
outcome. O may be a goal toward which ME is acting, in which case 
ME denotes ME’s contribution to bringing about O. But O may also 
simply be an outcome which ME desires to be brought about, without 
ME having to do anything. For example, ME may desire that the grass 
be cut by virtue of YOU operating the lawnmower while ME does 
nothing.

In situations with this structure, YOU may have a sense of commit-
ment to performing X. In the terminology I have adopted, YOU has a 
sense of being committed to performing X to the extent that YOU is 
motivated by an indication that ME expects her to contribute X and 
may be relying on that expectation.

A few remarks about this working definition are in order. First, the 
word ‘indication’ here is important. It is designed to encompass cases 
in which YOU is not sure that ME expects X – i.e., YOU does not 
quite have the belief that ME expects X. The reason for wanting to 
encompass such cases was initially a hunch that in some such cases, 
people do feel and act as if they believed that another agent was re-
lying on them, even if they would not explicitly judge this to be the 
case. It is worth noting this leaves open the possibility that people may 
have a sense of commitment in interactions with robots, to whom they 
would not explicitly ascribe expectations (Michael & Salice, 2017; Sal-
ice & Michael, 2017). And, as we will see later on, people do, in fact, 
sometimes feel and act committed to robots. By defining the sense of 
commitment in broad terms, we can also capture these cases and study 
them to gain insight into the cognitive and motivational mechanisms 
underpinning the sense of commitment.

(M       +)        X        =>      O

ME YOU

An outcome
desired by ME

and/or
toward which
ME is acting

Figure 4.1 The Minimal Structure of Social Commitment.



36 The sense of commitment

Second, and relatedly, the definition is also designed to capture 
cases in which people feel and act committed even though they would 
not, if asked, judge that this were the case. Again, the reason for set-
ting up the working definition in this way is that I believe there to be 
many such cases in everyday life. Moreover, I suspect that the under-
lying psychology is much the same in these cases as in cases in which 
one does judge oneself to be committed. To illustrate this, in addition 
to the example of human-robot interactions which seem to involve a 
sense of commitment, I sometimes like to use the following intuitive 
example of Sam and Woofer:

Sam is cleaning up the living room and picks up a ball that had 
been lying on the floor. As it happens, his dog Woofer notices this 
and bounds over to him, apparently ready to play fetch. Sam was 
not intending to play fetch and does not particularly desire to, but 
may now feel obliged to, because he has generated an expectation 
on the part of Woofer that they will now play fetch together.

(Michael, Sebanz, & Knoblich, 2016a: 5)

Third, it is worth noting that the definition makes reference both to 
expectations and to reliance. What role does each of these concepts 
play here? In a way, one could argue that it is superfluous to refer to 
reliance, since the minimal structure (i.e. the crucialness of X) already 
implies reliance. Alternatively, one could argue that it is superfluous to 
refer to expectations where there is reliance, since relying on YOU to 
do X implies an expectation that YOU will do X. However, I think that 
each of these two factors may make an independent contribution, and 
that it is therefore important to retain both of them as components in 
the definition. With respect to reliance, ME’s reliance – in the sense of 
investing time, effort or other resources (including opportunity costs) 
on the basis of the expectation that YOU will do X – is likely to in-
crease YOU’s motivation even while keeping expectations constant. 
As for expectations, an indication of ME’s expectation that YOU will 
do X may put pressure on YOU even without any further information 
about ME’s current reliance – possibly because it indicates that ME 
may begin to rely on that expectation. It may well turn out that reli-
ance only makes a difference insofar as it indicates expectations, or 
vice versa, or that both expectations and reliance make a difference 
because they indicate something else. If that turns out to be the case, 
the definition can be revised later. For now, in view of the prima facie 
independence of each factor from the other, I prefer a definition that 
incorporates both of these factors as independent components.
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Fourth, this working definition may appear to present social com-
mitment as something wholly distinct from individual commitment. 
After all, it makes explicit reference to social factors (other agents’ 
expectations and reliance) which would not feature in cases of individ-
ual commitment. So, if we adopt this working definition of the sense 
of commitment to conceptualizing social commitment, where does 
this leave us with respect to the relationship between individual and 
social commitment? My working hypothesis, as intimated in previous 
chapters, is that they share many of the same underlying psychological 
mechanisms in common – namely, aspects of executive function and 
reward processing which will be discussed in Chapter 6 – but that so-
cial commitment involves an additional suite of mechanisms by which 
social factors can modulate those common underlying psychological 
mechanisms. The working definition of the sense of commitment is 
meant to capture that additional suite of social mechanisms.

Fifth, it must be highlighted that this is a functional definition: it 
allows us to speak of a sense of commitment whenever an agent’s moti-
vation to perform an action is increased by a cue indicating that some 
other agent is expecting her, and possibly relying on her, to perform 
that action, irrespective of what the psychological mechanism is that 
boosts motivation. This may sound strange, given that my stated aim is 
to illuminate the underlying psychological mechanisms. But the point 
is not for the definition itself to illuminate the underlying mechanisms. 
Rather, it is a working definition, the purpose of which is to struc-
ture empirical investigation that, in turn, illuminates the underlying 
psychology. The working definition allows us to formulate and test 
hypotheses about different situational factors that boost motivation 
in situations with this structure, and to formulate and test hypothe-
ses about the underlying psychological mechanisms that boost moti-
vation in situations with this structure. This procedure will allow us 
to develop a theory about the underlying psychological mechanisms, 
and potentially to replace our rough working definition later on with a 
more informed definition.

There may nevertheless be a concern that such a broad definition 
takes us too far away from the everyday concept of commitment (as 
codified, for example, in the concept of ‘commitment in the strict 
sense’, which we discussed in relation to philosophers such as Searle 
and Gilbert in Chapter 2). In other words, does this very broad defi-
nition lack the focus that we would need to learn anything specifi-
cally about the psychology underpinning paradigmatic cases of social 
commitment? In response to this concern, I propose to retain the 
concept of commitment in the strict sense as marking out one end 
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of a continuum. The cases I will be focusing on fall on a continuum 
ranging from the minimal structure (think Woofer, robots, etc.) all the 
way up to cases of commitment in the strict sense (e.g., promises and 
contracts). Many cases falling along this continuum will include some 
but not all of the features of commitment which are necessary for 
commitment in the strict sense. In adopting this approach, I am not 
denying that there are sensible boundaries to draw along this contin-
uum but, rather, holding off on drawing them until the phenomenon 
is understood better.

In any event, the minimal framework is a much more useful guide to 
empirical investigation than the concept of commitment in the strict 
sense. It provides us with a basis for identifying situational factors 
which may give rise to or enhance the sense of commitment – i.e., any 
factor which raises MEs’ expectation in situations with the minimal 
structure. Moreover, it enables us to measure the sense of commitment 
by measuring motivation. In the studies that my group has carried 
out – and which I will be discussing in the coming chapters – we have 
most commonly operationalized the sense of commitment in terms of 
agents’ willingness to persist at boring and/or effortful tasks and in 
terms of their willingness to resist tempting alternative options. This 
approach enables us to discern to what extent a mechanism is in place 
that boosts or sustains motivation when motivation would otherwise 
wane – either because the costs of performing an action increase, be-
cause the rewards decrease or because the opportunity costs increase.

Since we are retaining the concept of commitment in the strict sense 
as a sort of limiting concept (i.e., one end of a continuum), we can also 
use it to identify additional features which are indicative of a sense 
of commitment. For example, in instances in which a commitment is 
violated, the agent who violated the commitment often feels guilty, 
and the agent to whom the commitment is owed often feels annoyed, 
and may either exact punishment or refrain from engaging in further 
interactions with the agent who violated the commitment (Barclay & 
Willer, 2007; Schino & Aureli, 2017). Indeed, this is often true even 
when the conditions necessary for commitment in the strict sense are 
not fulfilled. Thus, we can also use guilt and annoyance/avoidance to 
operationalize the sense of commitment.

4.3 Why commit?

This way of approaching commitment raises an obvious question: why 
would anyone be motivated to perform an action or to persist in per-
forming it simply because some other agent seems to expect her to?
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To address this question adequately, it is useful to take a step back 
and recall that we humans just do often help others to achieve their 
desired outcomes – irrespective of their expectations or reliance on 
us. When a stranger in front of you in line at the post office drops her 
pen and it rolls just out of her reach and towards you, you are likely 
to pick it up and hand it to her. When a fellow passenger boarding a 
flight is struggling to shove her suitcase into the overhead compart-
ment, and you see that there is a smaller parcel blocking her, you will 
probably reach out and move that parcel to the side. The tendency 
to help in such situations is so deep-seated that it can be observed 
even in toddlers. In particular, it has been observed that infants and 
toddlers point to provide others with information (Liszkowski et al., 
2006), and spontaneously help others to achieve their instrumental 
goals (Hepach et al., 2012; 2016; 2017; Svetlova, Nichols, & Brownell, 
2010; Warneken & Tomasello, 2006).

Thus, the tendency to perform an action because someone else seems 
to expect one to, and possibly to be relying on one to do so, is, in fact, 
a special case of a general prosocial tendency: as a default, we tend to 
help others where we can (Tomasello, 2009). This does not mean that 
we always help others to achieve their desired outcomes (clearly we 
do not), but that, other things being equal, we at least prefer doing so 
over not doing so. Why would evolution have equipped us with such a 
general prosocial tendency, and with the more specific tendency to be 
responsive to others’ expectations and their reliance on us?

From an evolutionary perspective, we can distinguish between two 
hypotheses about the evolutionary function of our default prosocial 
tendency. First, one may be motivated to perform actions for others 
in the present in order to increase one’s likely future benefits – either 
through eliciting reciprocal prosocial behavior from them in the fu-
ture (i.e., direct reciprocity; Trivers, 1971) or through a boost to one’s 
reputation among potential interaction partners (i.e., indirect reci-
procity; Nowak & Sigmund, 1998). We may call this the strategic proso-
ciality hypothesis. Second, Roberts’ (2005) interdependence hypothesis 
explains why one might be genuinely interested in the well-being of 
other group members. The interdependence hypothesis holds that hu-
mans’ tendency to cooperate arose evolutionarily in a period in which 
our ancestors lived in small groups of individuals whose interests were 
largely interdependent, and for whom it was therefore not typically 
beneficial to act selfishly to the detriment of other group members. 
This implies that if an outcome is valuable to some agent with whom 
one is interdependent, one should value the outcome as well. As a re-
sult, any indication that one shares a valuable relationship with some 
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other agent (that we are interdependent) and that a particular outcome 
is valuable to them should lead one to value that outcome. Crucially, 
this line of reasoning does not depend on the expectation of reci-
procity. This means that one may value O because O is in some other 
agent’s interest even though that agent does not know this, and may 
mistakenly believe that some other goal would be better for her. The 
interdependence hypothesis therefore explains the phenomenon of pa-
ternalistic helping – i.e., that people sometimes help others by contrib-
uting to goals other than the goals currently desired by the recipient of 
the help (Martin & Olson, 2013; Sibicky, Schroeder, & Dovidio, 1995).

It is worth noting that the strategic prosociality hypothesis and the 
interdependence hypothesis are not mutually exclusive. Indeed, they 
are two among potentially many evolutionary mechanisms which may 
have jointly given rise to the sort of general default prosociality that 
we observe. Accordingly, these various evolutionary selection pres-
sures are likely to have given rise to a plethora of proximate psycho-
logical mechanisms.1

In the literature on infant helping behavior, a number of potential 
proximate mechanisms have been identified. The hypothesis that has 
been most influential is that infants’ helping behavior is motivated 
by an altruistic concern for the well-being of the recipient of help 
(Warneken & Tomasello, 2006; 2008; Warneken et al., 2007). But this is 
not the only hypothesis out there. A second hypothesis is that infants 
and toddlers who exhibit spontaneous instrumental helping behavior 
may do so at least in part because they like engaging in joint actions 
and are motivated to do so (Paulus & Moore, 2012; Rheingold et al., 
1982; Svetlova et al., 2010), i.e., not because of any benefit that their 
contribution brings to anyone else. A further motivation for prosocial 
behavior is that seeing others nervous or upset (e.g., about not achiev-
ing a goal) can be aversive; thus, a third hypothesis is that infants and 
toddlers are motivated to help in order to avoid being exposed to an 
agent who is upset (Michael & Székely, 2019). This hypothesis would 
be consistent with the idea of a sense of commitment, i.e., it could pick 
out a mechanism underpinning the sense of commitment. Fourth, 
they may help to win praise or improve their reputation (but see He-
pach, 2016). This hypothesis may also pick out a mechanism underpin-
ning the sense of commitment. Fifth, a further class of models, which 
Paulus (2014) has dubbed ‘goal-alignment models’, is based on the core 
idea that the identification of an agent’s goal leads infants to take up 
that goal as their own. This may occur because of the lack of self-other 
differentiation in young infants (cf. Barresi & Moore, 1996) – i.e., hav-
ing identified the goal, the infant lacks the resources to quarantine it 
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from her own endogenous goals and simply treats it like any other goal 
that she has (Michael & Székely, 2019). Insofar as this latter hypothesis 
is correct, apparent ‘helping’ behavior would in fact be driven by indi-
vidual commitment: infants would be helping because they themselves 
have the goal of completing the action and prefer to see it through.

This latter hypothesis gains credence from a study my group recently 
carried out (Michael et al., Under Review). We designed a paradigm in 
which two-year-olds could continue an adult’s action when the adult 
no longer wanted to complete the action. The results showed that chil-
dren continued the adult’s actions more often when the goal had been 
abandoned (experimental condition) than when it had been reached 
(control condition), although in both conditions, it was equally feasi-
ble for the children to continue the action. This suggests that apparent 
helping behavior in two-year-olds is at least in part motivated by a 
preference for completing unfinished actions.

In the developmental literature, there is ongoing debate about which 
of these hypotheses best explains the earliest instances of helping 
behavior, and which hypothesized mechanisms arise when over the 
course of development. For my present purposes, it is not crucial to 
answer these (interesting and important) questions; what matters is 
that these various hypotheses probably all successfully pick out mech-
anisms that do arise at some point in development, and that are at 
work in adults.

With this in mind, we may add a further hypothesis into the mix: 
infants may infer that they are expected to help and/or that the helpee 
is relying on them, and then conform to the expectation (Bonalumi, 
Michael & Heintz, forthcoming; Dana et al., 2006; Heintz et al., 2015). 
This hypothesis, like the third (avoiding distress) and fourth (boosting 
one’s reputation) ones mentioned above, would be consistent with the 
idea of a sense of commitment as we have defined it above. While there 
is as yet no data bearing on this hypothesis with respect to infant help-
ing behavior, it provides a plausible explanation of the robust finding 
that adults tend to give away money in anonymous one-shot dictator 
games (i.e., when an experimenter seems to expect them to) but do not 
just go around handing out money in everyday life (Camerer, 2003). 
This explanation fits well with the findings from a classic study by 
Gaertner (1973), in which a confederate called people on the telephone 
asking for money to help him out of a difficult situation. Political lib-
erals were more likely to help than political conservatives – but only if 
they stayed on the phone long enough to hear his request, and, in fact, 
liberals were more likely to hang up sooner. These findings support 
two important claims: first of all, that people have a tendency to feel 
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pressured into fulfilling others’ expectations; and second, that they 
accordingly try to avoid learning of others’ expectations in order to 
avoid being pressured into carrying out actions they do not want to 
carry out. More recently, Dana et al. (2006) designed a dictator game 
in which the participant playing the role of the dictator could pay $1 in 
order to exit from a situation in which they could choose either to keep 
$10 for themselves or to give away as much as they wanted to. Many of 
the participants did indeed choose the option of paying $1 to exit, but 
not in a condition in which they were told that the other person (the 
receiver) was unaware that she was a potential receiver in a dictator 
game. This suggests that making people aware of others’ expectations 
makes them more likely to be cooperative.

The hypothesis that the sense of commitment is at work in these 
cases (at the level of proximate psychological mechanisms) is consist-
ent both with the interdependence hypothesis and with the strategic 
prosociality hypothesis (at the level of evolutionary function). Accord-
ing to the interdependence hypothesis, an agent expecting or relying 
on one to do X would be a cue that one has a relationship with that 
agent (otherwise they would not likely form such an expectation) and 
that X is valuable to that agent. According to the strategic prosociality 
hypothesis, meeting expectations and doing what others rely on us to 
do is an effective way to maintain working relationships and to man-
age one’s reputation – even if individuals do not think of it in these 
terms (i.e., consideration of reputation need not feature at the level of 
proximate psychological mechanisms).

Taken together, these reflections about the psychological mecha-
nisms underpinning prosocial behavior, and about the evolutionary 
origins of those psychological mechanisms, reinforce and explain the 
simple everyday observation that we tend by default to contribute to 
bringing about other people’s desired outcomes where we can – and all 
the more so to the extent that we already have a positive relationship 
with the potential recipient of help. Indeed, because we tend to behave 
prosocially towards each other, we also tend to expect it of each other. 
And, if the foregoing considerations are correct, these expectations 
introduce further pressure to behave prosocially. And, given that we 
also intuitively know each other to be responsive to expectations, we 
have a positive feedback loop: expectations of prosociality and moti-
vations to behave prosocially mutually reinforce each other, thereby 
stabilizing the sense of commitment.

This last point raises an interesting possibility: a sense of commit-
ment that detects and responds to cues of others’ expectations will only 
be efficacious in coordinating agents’ motivations and expectations 
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about each other’s actions if it is calibrated in a sufficiently uniform 
manner within a social group. For example, if Polly and Pam diverge 
in their sense of what constitutes a good excuse for skipping the daily 
coffee break, or of what factors are relevant in assessing the level of 
commitment that is appropriate, then there is a risk that someone’s 
expectations will be disappointed, which could threaten the harmony 
of their relationship. This implies that individuals whose intuitive 
sense of commitment is not well calibrated to their social group may 
find themselves frequently experiencing surprise and/or annoyance 
over others’ failures to meet their expectations, and that their be-
havior may frequently be interpreted by others as evincing over- or 
under-commitment.

In one of the studies recently carried out in my group, Ooi et al. 
(2019) investigated the conjecture that personality traits characteristic 
of borderline personality disorder (BPD) may give rise to such distur-
bances of the sense of commitment. This conjecture is motivated by 
the observation that BPD is associated with difficulties in issues re-
lated to commitment – i.e., conflicted relationships, difficulty trusting 
others, fear of abandonment and patterns of over-involvement/with-
drawal as well as idealization/devaluation of relationships (American 
Psychiatric Association, 2013). In more general terms, impairment in 
interpersonal functioning has been identified as one of the core features 
of psychopathology in BPD, alongside affect dysregulation and behav-
ioral dysregulation (in particular impulsivity; Sanislow et al., 2002). 
We reasoned that if we could illuminate how BPD traits give rise to 
specific pathological disturbances of the sense of commitment, this 
may also help us to understand the cognitive and motivational pro-
cesses leading to impairments of interpersonal functioning in BPD. 
And indeed, the results of our study confirmed that individuals in the 
general population who have high levels of the traits associated with 
BPD react more strongly to perceived violations of implicit and ex-
plicit commitments, and have less confidence in others to honor their 
commitments (Ooi et al., 2019). This provides preliminary evidence 
that BPD may indeed involve a disturbance in the calibration of expec-
tations and motivations at the core of the sense of commitment.

4.4 Summing up so far

Let’s take stock. In the previous chapter, I introduced a framework for 
conceptualizing the relationship between individual and social com-
mitment. In particular, I suggested that we think of social commit-
ment as building upon a more general tendency to boost our valuation 
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of goals as we select them and progress towards achieving them. In the 
current chapter, I explained how this could be applied to the investi-
gation of social commitment. The key new concept here was that of 
a sense of commitment. The sense of commitment is the psycholog-
ical apparatus that enables us to identify cues that some other agent 
is expecting and relying on us to carry out particular actions, and to 
respond by boosting or stabilizing our motivations to perform those 
actions. As such, it serves to track and respond to situations in which 
someone is likely to be disappointed and potentially annoyed with us 
if we do not perform an action which they are expecting and poten-
tially relying on us to perform. It is important to note that the set of 
such situations is broader than the set of situations in which there is a 
commitment in the strict sense; this is why the sense of commitment 
can serve to explain how and when implicit commitment arises, and 
how and why commitments come in degrees. It is also important to 
emphasize that it is a psychological construct, not a normative one. 
When we have a sense of commitment, we may or may not judge nor-
matively that a commitment is in place. In contrast, when a commit-
ment in the strict sense is in place, it is by definition normative. This 
way of thinking leaves open the possibility that there might there be 
normative cases of commitment which are not captured by the con-
cept of a commitment in the strict sense.

In the next chapter, I will review recent research that has been un-
dertaken to test hypotheses generated by this framework, and to cat-
alog situational factors giving rise to a sense of commitment. Once we 
have done that, we will return in Chapter 6 to the question of how best 
to characterize the psychological mechanisms underpinning the sense 
of commitment.

Note
 1 I am appealing here to the general distinction between the evolutionary 

(ultimate) level of explanation and the psychological (proximate) level 
(Tinbergen, 1963).
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5.1 Introduction

In the previous two chapters, I spelled out a theoretical framework 
which can be used for investigating the sense of commitment. Within 
this framework, the sense of commitment appears as a graded notion: 
the greater the sense of commitment to perform an action in a situa-
tion instantiating the minimal structure of commitment, the higher 
the motivation to perform that action. The framework provides us 
with a means of identifying situational factors that give rise to or en-
hance the sense of commitment: anything indicating that some other 
agent may expect and be relying on one to perform X should, other 
things being equal, increase one’s motivation to perform that action.

Of course, the most straightforward way in which others may indi-
cate their expectations and their reliance is to communicate it verbally. 
But, in the absence of verbal communication, many subtler features of 
people’s behavior and of situations might also suffice to indicate this 
in different contexts. It would be useful to know whether there are any 
such features that are sufficiently frequent, and sufficiently reliable as 
indicators of another agent’s expectations and reliance, that people 
may respond to them as generalized cues that the minimal structure 
of commitment is in place. If so, it would imply that the sense of com-
mitment is evolutionarily and developmentally quite basic (and poten-
tially present in other species, as well as in very young children), and 
foundational for communication, the understanding of norms and 
other aspects of social cognition. Moreover, by de-coupling the sense 
of commitment from language or other forms of explicit communica-
tion, it may be possible to design robots that elicit a sense of commit-
ment on the part of human interactants. In this chapter, I will recount 
some of the experimental research that has been done to investigate 
this issue.

5 Empirical research on the 
sense of commitment

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315111308-5
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5.2 Effort

One potential feature, already flagged in the toy example of Polly and 
Pam discussed in earlier chapters, is effort. When some other agent 
invests effort in the pursuit of an outcome which requires your contri-
bution, you can infer at least two relevant pieces of information. First, 
the outcome must be valuable to them. This means that they are likely 
to be grateful to you for helping them to achieve it, and disappointed 
or annoyed if you do not. Second, it means that they probably expect 
you to do your part – otherwise they would not waste their own effort.1

If effort is indeed a frequent and reliable indicator of expectations 
and reliance, then we should expect that when people perceive that 
a partner has invested considerable effort in a joint action, that they 
boost their motivation to reciprocate by investing effort as well, by 
persisting, and by resisting distractions and tempting alternatives. And 
indeed, arm-chair reflection seems to provide preliminary corrobora-
tion of this. Imagine, for example, that you have agreed to attend a 
cocktail party at your colleague’s apartment but, on the occasion, find 
yourself tired or otherwise tempted to leave after only a short time. If 
your colleague has obviously invested a great deal of effort in prepar-
ing the hors d’oeuvres and decorations, you might find that a sense of 
commitment leads you to stick around for a few hours after all.

If this is correct, then we should expect people’s persistence in a 
joint action to be modulated by the amount of effort which they per-
ceive their partner(s) to have invested. In order to test this hypothesis, 
Marcell Székely and I (Székely & Michael, 2018) developed a two-
player version of the classic ‘snake game’. In the snake game, you have 
to navigate a snake around the screen, using the up/down and left/right 
arrows, to gather apples as they appear at unpredictable locations. In 
the classic version of the game, the task becomes increasingly difficult 
(and exciting) as the snake gets longer and longer; this is because you 
are not allowed to leave the screen and not allowed to cross over your 
own tail, which becomes longer and longer. In our version of the game, 
however, the task does not become increasingly difficult, as the snake 
is allowed to leave the screen (it then reappears at the opposite side) 
and to cross over its own tail. Instead, it becomes increasingly boring, 
as the apples appear at an ever-slower rate. This enabled us to measure 
people’s sense of commitment by measuring how long they persisted 
(we told them that they could end each round whenever they saw fit to 
do so).

The other innovation we introduced was that we transformed the 
snake game into a two-player game: the participant controls the 
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left-right axis while their partner (an algorithm) controls the up-down 
axis. In our first experiment, participants were led to believe that their 
partner was a person whom they had met in the waiting area, and that, 
before each round of the snake game, the partner had to perform a 
cognitive task in order to ‘unlock’ the round. The cognitive task con-
sisted in deciphering a captcha, which could be either difficult (High 
Effort condition) or easy (Low Effort condition). Then, the participant 
and the partner retrieved as many apples as possible by jointly con-
trolling the snake – until the participant decided to end each round. 
We found that participants persisted longer before pressing the ‘finish’ 
button in the High Effort condition than in the Low Effort condition, 
implying that the apparent perception of their partner’s effort boosted 
their sense of commitment to the task.

In one follow-up study, Matthew Chennells and I (Chennells &  
Michael, 2018) developed a slightly different task which not only be-
came increasingly boring but also increasingly effortful, as partici-
pants had to repeatedly press the space bar to move a cursor from left 
to right. We also built in an additional performance measure so that 
we could assess how well they were paying attention and staying on 
task: at unpredictable timepoints, coins would appear, which they had 
to collect by pressing a separate key as quickly as possible before the 
coin disappeared. As in the snake study, we led participants to believe 
that they were playing together with a partner who had to solve either 
difficult or easy captchas before each round. And again, as in the snake 
study, we found that participants persisted longer on High Effort 
rounds than on Low Effort rounds before quitting. Moreover, we also 
found that they performed better, collecting more coins and thereby 
obtaining greater bonus payments for themselves and their partners.

In a different follow-up study using the snake game, we told par-
ticipants that their partner was a humanoid robot, with whom they 
were linked via internet (Székely et al., 2019). To make it seem as real 
and concrete as possible, we also showed them videos of their robot 
partner practicing the snake game, and practicing solving captchas. 
Interestingly, the results showed the same pattern as we had observed 
when participants believed they were paired with another person: i.e., 
they persisted longer in the High Effort condition than in the Low 
Effort condition.

Our reason for doing this experiment in human-robot interaction 
was the following: if people exhibit the same sensitivity to a partner’s 
apparent investment of effort when the partner is a robot as when the 
partner is a human, this would provide us with some insight into the 
mechanism underpinning this sensitivity. Specifically, it would tell us 
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that the mechanism in question is not particularly flexible or context- 
sensitive, and specifically that it may not require participants to actu-
ally believe that a partner has invested real effort, that the task really 
is important to a partner or that they are under any obligation to a 
partner. Instead, it is enough if it just seems that way. If so, this would 
suggest that it is a highly powerful and general heuristic, possibly a 
product of evolution or of extensive routinization.

Another way of trying to establish just how basic the mechanism is 
which mediates between the perception of a partner’s effort and one’s 
own motivation is to look at development. If such a mechanism seems 
to be in place in very young children, it could speak against the idea 
that it results from the internalization of social norms (although social 
norms themselves do begin to be internalized quite early – i.e., by as 
early as 3 or even 2, Rakoczy & Schmidt, 2013; Schmidt, Rakoczy & To-
masello, 2012). In order to begin to probe this, we (Siposova, Székely, & 
Michael, in prep.) implemented a first study testing whether seven- and 
eight-year-olds’ commitment to a joint task would be greater if their 
partner had made a large investment than if s/he had made only a small 
investment. (Note: in view of the much earlier emergence of a sensi-
tivity to social norms, finding such an effect in seven- or eight-year-
olds would not tell us that the underlying psychological mechanism 
is independent of learned norms. Instead, this study was intended as 
a first step towards understanding the development of a sensitivity to 
partners’ investment in joint actions). In this instance, the investment 
in question was not effort but stickers, which the partner had to pay 
in order to unlock the next round of a game to be played together: 
the stickers could be either colorful (High Cost Condition) or black-
and-white (Low Cost Condition). Comparing these two conditions, we 
measured how vigorously children tapped the spacebar in each round 
(they had to tap the spacebar as quickly as possible to power a snake 
who navigated through a maze). The results revealed that girls, but not 
boys, were sensitive to our manipulation – although we may have been 
observing a ceiling effect with the boys, who simply enjoyed smashing 
away at the keys as vigorously as possible irrespective of experimental 
condition. Further research will be needed to probe this, also looking 
at different kinds of investment (e.g., effort) and at various ages.

5.3 Coordination

A second situational factor which has been investigated in the past 
few years is coordination. Why would coordination give rise to or 
enhance a sense of commitment? When two agents coordinate their 
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contributions to a joint action, they form and implement interdepend-
ent, i.e., mutually contingent, action plans. Each agent must therefore 
have – and rely upon – expectations about what the other agent is 
going to do. Indeed, the higher the degree of coordination, the more 
spatiotemporally exact must those expectations be. One important 
consequence is that an agent’s performance of her contribution within 
a highly coordinated joint action expresses her expectations about the 
other agent’s upcoming actions, as well as her reliance upon those ex-
pectations. This may generate social pressure on the other agent to 
perform her contribution in order to avoid disappointing the other’s 
expectation and wasting her efforts.

As a test of this idea, we ran an observational study in which we 
asked participants to view videos of a joint action with high and low 
degrees of coordination (Michael, Sebanz, & Knoblich, 2016b). In the 
videos, one individual was presented as having the task of cleaning 
up a large pile of sand, and a second individual passing by joined in 
because the pile was blocking his way. In the High Coordination con-
dition, the two agents then formed a chain, with one of them scooping 
sand into a bucket and passing the bucket to the other agent, who emp-
tied it into a container. In the Low Coordination condition, the two 
agents worked in parallel, each with his own bucket. The conditions 
were matched for actual effectiveness (number of overall steps taken 
and buckets of sand cleaned up).

Across three experiments with this general scenario, we varied 
a number of details, including the nature of the tempting outside 
option with which the helper agent was confronted: In the videos 
in Experiments 1 and 2 of this study, it was apparent that the pile 
of sand would soon be reduced sufficiently for the second agent to 
pass. The possibility of moving on thus presented the helper with a 
tempting outside option. In Experiment 3, the helper’s phone rang 
as the video stopped, presenting a different tempting outside option 
(i.e., taking the call). We operationalized perceived commitment as 
observers’ expectation that the helper would resist the option and 
remain engaged in the joint action. We asked for an estimate of the 
time the helper would remain engaged as the pile grew smaller and 
the way past became clear (Experiments 1 and 2) and how long the 
observers themselves would remain engaged in that situation (Ex-
periment 2). In Experiment 3, we asked participants how likely they 
thought it was that the agent would resist the temptation to take the 
call, and also how likely it was that they themselves would do so if 
they were in that situation. As predicted, our participants judged 
that the helper would help longer and be more likely to resist the 
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temptation to take the phone call in the High Coordination condition 
than in the Low Coordination condition.

As with the line of experiments using the snake game to probe the ef-
fects of effort perception on commitment, we also ran a version of this 
study in the context of human-robot interaction (Vignolo et al., 2019). 
Specifically, we made another set of videos in which the helpee was a 
robot, and instead of a pile of sand, the robot had to clean up a bunch 
of toys that had been left on a desk. In this experiment, we did not find 
a significant effect of our coordination manipulation (chain versus 
no-chain). However, we also asked participants how coordinated they 
perceived the interaction to be, and we found a clear correlation: the 
more coordinated they perceived the interaction to be, the more likely 
they were to expect that the helper would keep helping until everything 
was cleaned up and to resist distractions such as a ringing phone. In 
sum, then, though the results from this study were not clear, I think it 
at least serves as a proof of concept – i.e., it encourages us to think that 
perceived coordination in human-robot interaction may also elicit a 
sense of commitment.

If this is correct, it corroborates the hypothesis that the mechanism 
underpinning the effects of coordination upon commitment is rela-
tively low-level. In other words, when participants imagine being in 
the role of the helper, they aren’t consciously inferring that there is 
another agent with an expectation that it would be in their interest to 
meet (i.e., in order to maintain a valuable relationship or for the sake 
of managing their reputation). Rather, they are responding in a rela-
tively routinized manner to a general situational cue that triggers their 
sense of commitment.

As with the previous factor (investment of costs), we have also begun 
to examine children’s sensitivity to coordination as a factor potentially 
modulating the sense of commitment – this time with four-year-olds. 
In this study (Reddy et al., in prep), we devised a scenario where a 
child plays multiple rounds of one game together with an adult experi-
menter, which required them to collect balls at one location and carry 
them over to a second location (to feed imaginary animals). During 
this time, a second experimenter tried to lure the child to bail out of 
the main game and to come and play an alternative game with her. 
This enabled us to measure the children’s persistence in terms of how 
many rounds of the main game they played before succumbing to the 
temptation. We manipulated the degree of coordination within the 
main game, and also the presence or absence of ostensive eye contact 
with the first adult experimenter. The results of this are currently being 
analyzed, so it is too soon to say whether the children were sensitive 
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to our manipulation. Whatever the outcome, this is just one initial at-
tempt to begin exploring the sense of commitment in young children.

5.4 Repetition

A third situational factor which we have investigated, also flagged in 
the example of Polly and Pam introduced in the previous chapter, is 
repetition – i.e., the longer the history of successful, beneficial interac-
tion, the greater the sense of commitment to carry on with it.

Theoretically, this makes sense for several reasons. One reason is 
that the prior history of successful interaction with a particular agent 
indicates that the relationship with this other agent is valuable to you 
and to them (otherwise you wouldn’t both have repeatedly interacted). 
This idea resonates with observations that have been made by econo-
mists and game theorists going back to Thomas Schelling. As Schell-
ing put it:

Trust is often achieved simply by continuity of the relation be-
tween parties and the recognition by each that what he might gain 
by cheating in a given instance is outweighed by the value of the 
tradition of trust that makes possible a long sequence of future 
agreement.

(1980: 134–135)

This idea also provides a rationale for the use of so-called ‘confidence- 
building measures’ (CBMs) to facilitate cooperative interaction be-
tween parties who do not initially trust each other. For example, two 
countries may organize joint military training, or even more informal 
sport or cultural activities – such as when the United States and China 
began an exchange of table tennis players in the early 1970s. CBMs 
also work at the level of individuals in such contexts as hostage nego-
tiation or couples therapy. One friend of my mine who used to work as 
a bouncer at a bar told me that he would typically implement a kind 
of CBM in tense situations, for example, politely introducing himself 
and making small talk before asking a drunk or rowdy patron to leave 
the premises. With the sense of commitment framework in mind, one 
reason why we might think that CBMs work is that they establish a 
pattern of positively experienced interaction that raise the expectation 
that future interactions will also be positive and beneficial – an expec-
tation which the parties are then reluctant to disappoint.

In the case of CBMs, it is not essential that the pleasant pattern of 
activities be of the same nature as the future activities or situations 
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for which one is aiming to build confidence. After all, having a pleas-
ant tradition of table tennis competitions was supposed to make it 
easier for China and the United States to build confidence in other 
areas, such as military and trade. If the activities do happen to be of 
the same nature, though, the establishment of a pattern can be even 
more effective. For example, in the context of exchange relations on 
an open market, it has been argued that it makes sense for agents 
to persist in repeating the same transactions with the same partners 
rather than constantly shopping around for better deals. This is be-
cause it costs time and other resources to shop around, and also be-
cause the active maintenance of longer-term relationships generates 
mutual commitment to ensure the further stability of the ongoing 
relationship (Bowles, 2016: 177–182). This ‘stickiness’ of exchange re-
lations is further enhanced if the relative value of alternative deals is 
uncertain, as demonstrated by an economics study back in the 1990s 
(Kollock, 1994), and also by earlier research comparing the markets 
for goods the quality of which is easily to determine on the spot (rice) 
and for goods the quality of which becomes apparent only much later 
( rubber) – the upshot of which is that agents remain more committed 
to repeating specific transactions under more uncertain conditions 
(Siamwalla, 1978).

Against the background provided by the sense of commitment 
framework, my conjecture is that these findings generalize beyond 
market exchange relations to interpersonal interactions and relation-
ships generally. Just by repeating an activity over and over again, you 
reduce the planning costs of continuing with the activity, and also 
make it possible to make other plans that build upon the activity. 
When it is a joint activity, you also boost the other agent’s expectation 
that you will continue, and invite them to make plans based on this 
expectation. Thus, the mere repetition of a joint activity should boost 
the sense of commitment to that activity.

We have run a few studies to test this. The first, already mentioned 
in the previous chapter, was a simple vignette-based study probing 
people’s intuitions about the relevance of repetition in the example of 
Polly and Pam (the two colleagues who are in the habit of having a cig-
arette and chatting every day during their coffee break). Sure enough, 
participants indicated that, if they were in Polly’s shoes and Pam sim-
ply did not show up, they would be more annoyed if the activity had 
been repeated for a few years than if it had only been repeated for a 
few days, and that an apology would be more appropriate (Bonalumi, 
Isella, & Michael, 2019).



Empirical research 53

Following on this, in a lab-based study (Chennells et al., Under Re-
view), we probed the effects of repeated coordination upon coopera-
tion. To this end, we implemented a sequential joint decision-making 
task in which participants could choose whether or not to coordinate 
with a partner. We varied whether and to what degree the option not to 
coordinate constituted a temptation and measured the frequency with 
which participants chose to coordinate despite this temptation (coop-
eration rates). In a within-subjects design, we manipulated the part-
ner’s relationship: in one experimental block, participants played with 
the same partner on every trial (Fixed Partner Condition), whereas 
in a separate experimental block, they played with different partners 
on each trial (Variable Partners Condition). This made it possible to 
probe whether the shared history of repeated coordination in the Fixed 
Partner condition would lead to a higher degree of commitment (i.e., 
whether it would boost people’s willingness to resist tempting outside 
offers). Crucially, the choices made by their partners could not affect 
them negatively, and they were informed that their partners would re-
ceive no feedback about their choices. This ensured that participants’ 
willingness to cooperate could only be explained by commitment, not 
by trust or by any expectation of reciprocity. As predicted, partici-
pants’ commitment (their resistance to tempting outside offers) was 
higher in the Fixed Partner Condition.

This provides support for the idea that, just by repeatedly engaging 
in a particular activity, we can bolster others’ expectations that we will 
continue to do so, thereby inviting them to rely on this expectation – 
which, in turn, triggers our sense of commitment to continue or repeat 
the activity.

5.5 Commitment and cue integration

So far in this chapter, I have reviewed evidence that various situational 
factors – effort, coordination, repetition – seem to serve as cues that 
trigger a sense of commitment. This is all well and good as far as it 
goes, but it would be desirable to have a systematic understanding of 
how these factors relate to each other, and of what other factors there 
may be.

One possibility which we have begun exploring in my research group 
is that the various factors all boil down to evidence of a partner’s effort 
investment (see Figure 5.1). This would be consistent with the analy-
sis developed in Chapters 3 and 4 insofar as evidence of a partner’s 
effort investment is evidence of their reliance – and probably of an 
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expectation on which that reliance is based. Coordination involves the 
investment of effort in the sense of adaptation: if I coordinate with 
you, then I invest the cognitive and physical effort required to adapt 
to you, presumably on the basis of an expectation about what you will 
do. Repetition involves the investment of effort simply because it in-
volves repeatedly investing whatever effort is required to make one’s 
contribution to the joint action.

Though no direct attempt has yet been made to probe this conjec-
ture experimentally, there is some existing research that bears upon 
it. For example, Luke McEllin, Annalena Felber and I (under review) 
designed a study looking at effort and coordination. Specifically, we 
aimed to test what we dubbed the ‘effort investment hypothesis’. It 
states that successful coordination reflects a partner’s willingness to 
invest effort into the interaction, boosting an agent’s sense of com-
mitment towards that partner. This is based on the observation that 

repetition

coordination

helpfulness

in-group
member

perceived
willingness to
invest effort
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Figure 5.1 A Model of Commitment Cue Integration.
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successful coordination requires agents to invest effort in order to 
make the interaction work. By adapting their movements or their 
decisions, agents facilitate alignment with their partners, and can 
even adapt in ways that make their actions or decisions easier for 
their partners to align with (Bacharach, 2006; Bardsley, Starmer, & 
Sugden, 2010; Keller, Novembre, & Hove, 2014; Pezzulo, Don-
narumma, & Dindo, 2013; Schelling, 1960). This means that adapta-
tion reflects an agent’s willingness to invest effort into an interaction, 
insofar as it requires an agent to incur an individual cost in order to 
reduce the (e.g., planning) costs for their partner and/or to increase 
the chances of jointly succeeding (Green, McEllin, & Michael, 2019; 
Török et al., 2019).

In testing this hypothesis, one central challenge was to tease it 
apart from what might be called the ‘similarity hypothesis’ – a hy-
pothesis which, explicitly or implicitly, pervades much of the research 
on the effects of coordination upon people’s prosocial attitudes and 
motivations towards their coordination partners ( Michael, Felber, & 
McEllin, 2020). The similarity hypothesis states that coordination 
provides a cue to similarity, leading an agent to feel more commit-
ted towards the partner with whom one is coordinating. This is be-
cause those engaging in joint actions or in joint decision- making 
often exhibit similar movements or choices. For example, it has been 
suggested that cueing similarity through coordination leads us to 
project our own positive traits onto the agent with whom we are 
coordinating (Miles, Nind, & Macrae, 2009), it creates a merging 
between self and other (Cirelli, 2018) or that it increases awareness 
of our relationship as interdependent units of that group (Cross, 
 Turgeon, & Atherton, 2019).

In most instances of coordination, adaptation as effort investment 
is confounded with similarity: by adapting to one another, two agents 
increase the similarity between their actions or decisions. In order 
to disentangle similarity and willingness to invest effort, we manipu-
lated two factors separately. First, we manipulated whether the partic-
ipant interacted with a partner who was adaptive, and who therefore 
exhibited similar actions and decisions to the participant, or with a 
partner who was unadaptive, and who therefore exhibited dissimi-
lar actions and decisions to the participant. Second, we manipulated 
whether participants were led to believe that their partner was able or 
unable to adapt to them, and consequently what inferences they were 
likely to draw from the interaction about their partner’s willingness to 
invest the effort required to adapt. We reasoned that by leading par-
ticipants to believe that their partner was unable to adapt, we would 
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lead them to attribute the unadaptive partner’s lack of adaptivity to 
an inability to adapt. In contrast, we expected that by leading partic-
ipants to believe that their partner was able to adapt, we would lead 
them to attribute the unadaptive partner’s lack of adaptivity to an 
unwillingness to invest the effort required to adapt. To probe the effects 
of these two manipulations on participants’ sense of commitment, we 
instructed them after each trial to exert as much time and effort as 
they wanted to earn bonus points for their partners by pressing the 
space bar repeatedly.

To examine whether any effects we may find would generalize across 
different coordination problems, we devised two separate experiments 
implementing two distinct forms of coordination: action coordination 
and decision-making coordination. In the first experiment (looking at 
action coordination), participants were instructed to beat a drum in 
synchrony with a partner who was in a different room (they could hear 
the partner through headphones). They were informed in one condi-
tion that the partner could hear them, and in a separate condition that 
the partner could not hear them. Independently of this manipulation, 
we also manipulated whether or not the partner really could hear 
them. The idea was that if the partner could not hear them, then the 
partner would not be particularly adaptive – but they should only hold 
this against the partner if they had been (incorrectly) informed that 
the partner could hear them, whereas they should not hold it against 
the partner if they had been (correctly) informed that the partner 
could not hear them. The second experiment implemented an anal-
ogous setup but with a decision-making task rather than an action 
coordination task.

In both experiments, the results showed that participants exerted 
more effort and spent more time pressing the space bar for the adaptive 
partner than for the unadaptive partner – but only when they believed 
that the partner was able to adapt. These findings clearly support the 
hypothesis that the partner’s investment of effort to adapt movements 
or decisions in order to ensure successful and smooth coordination 
fostered a sense of commitment towards that agent (though they are 
of course consistent with the possibility that perceived interpersonal 
similarity also matters).

The results of this study are particularly exciting insofar as they 
move us closer towards being able to tie together the various strands 
of research discussed in this chapter into a unifying account of the 
situational factors which can cue the sense of commitment. Specifi-
cally, they provide reason to be confident in the idea that what these 
various cues have in common is that they indicate that a partner has 
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expectations about what one will do, and is investing resources (in par-
ticular effort but possibly also time or other resources) on the basis 
of those expectations. Further research will be needed to see, for ex-
ample, whether the effects of repetition can also be linked back to the 
investment of effort (or other resources).

It would also be useful for future research to investigate what hap-
pens when different cues are present. If there have been many re-
peated instances of a joint action and there is now also a high degree 
of effort investment from the partner, do these cues simply add up to 
boost the sense of commitment? What about conflicting cues – e.g., 
when there have been many repetitions of a particular joint action 
but there is a low degree of coordination? How might different cues 
be integrated into modulating the sense of commitment in cases like 
these?

5.6 Summing up so far

In this chapter, we reviewed recent research investigating situational 
factors that give rise to or enhance the sense of commitment. Our 
starting point was the idea that anything indicating that some other 
agent may expect and be relying on one to perform X should, other 
things being equal, increase one’s motivation to perform that action. 
The findings we discussed confirmed that the perception of a partner’s 
effort, a high degree of coordination and mere repetition may serve as 
cues to this effect.

We also looked at some evidence that this is even true in interactions 
where the partner is a robot. I suggested that this is interesting inso-
far as it may indicate that sensitivity to the cues of commitment is so 
routinized that it is relatively impervious to background knowledge. 
In particular, it can lead you to persist in doing something even if you 
do not really believe that you are committed to doing so – i.e., because 
after all your partner is just a robot. We also considered some ongo-
ing research with kids which has the potential to provide converging 
evidence: the more we find that very young kids are sensitive to these 
same cues, the more we should think that the sense of commitment 
has been shaped by evolution as opposed to being merely a product of 
enculturation.

These last two strands of research – on human-robot interaction 
and on development – already provide a segue to the next big topic to 
which we now want to turn out attention: what are the cognitive and 
motivational mechanisms underpinning the sense of commitment? 
This will be the topic of the next chapter.
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Note
 1 This reasoning is consistent with recent theorizing about anger: Accord-

ing to the recalibrational theory of anger (Sell et al., 2017), people feel an-
grier towards individuals who have inflicted a higher cost on them (here, 
failed to honor a commitment in a way that had costly consequences). 
This would map onto the effort dimension: if I have wasted more effort, 
this is a higher cost for me, and I will feel angrier towards you, which 
should motivate you more to respect your commitment.



6.1 Introduction

While the studies reviewed in the previous chapter provide evidence 
to support the hypothesis of a sense of commitment which tracks cues 
to other agents’ expectation and reliance on one to contribute to their 
goals or to shared goals, the cognitive and motivational mechanisms 
underpinning the sense of commitment remain unclear. Indeed, the 
definition of the sense of commitment offered in Chapter 4, and which 
was assumed for the purposes of the empirical research on social com-
mitment discussed in Chapter 5, is a functional definition: it applies 
to any process or mechanism which registers a cue that another agent 
may be expecting and relying on one to perform an action X, and re-
sponds by stabilizing the motivation to perform X. But what processes 
or mechanisms may actually fill this functional role? In the current 
chapter, I address this question by introducing a novel distinction be-
tween two forms of commitment, each associated with a different set 
of cognitive and motivational mechanisms: engaged commitment and 
gritted teeth commitment. It is worth noting at this point that, though 
I have been focusing on social commitment in the last two chapters, 
the distinction between engaged commitment and gritted teeth com-
mitment also applies to individual commitment. This is because it per-
tains to underlying mechanisms which may be triggered by social or 
non/social factors, and which shield goals from fluctuations in short-
term interests and distractions. In other words, these two distinctions 
are orthogonal to each other.

I begin by characterizing these two forms of commitment in in-
tuitive terms, using everyday examples to illustrate each of them 
and to highlight the phenomenological differences between them 
( Section 6.2). I then consider the cognitive and motivational mecha-
nisms which may underpin each, propose several ways in which the 
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two forms of commitment may be teased apart experimentally, and 
assess findings from previous studies which may provide evidence of 
either or both forms of commitment (Section 6.3). I conclude (Section 
6.4) by identifying key questions for further research probing the two 
forms of commitment, and investigating how they may relate to each 
other in different contexts.

6.2 Two forms of commitment

Broadly, we may distinguish between two forms which commitment 
might take. The first form of commitment may be dubbed gritted teeth 
commitment. This is the form of commitment you experience when you 
find yourself bored or distracted, or otherwise tempted to abandon a 
goal, but nevertheless force yourself to persevere, and to resist temp-
tations and distractions. For example, you may be highly committed 
to the task of helping your friend paint the walls of her apartment 
in the sense that you turn off the volume on your phone so as not to 
be distracted by messages, and close the windows so that you are not 
tempted to listen to the conversations on the street outside. The sec-
ond form of commitment may be dubbed engaged commitment. This is 
the form of commitment you experience when you are so immersed in 
pursuing a goal that you do not notice temptations or distractions in 
the first place, and therefore do not need to force yourself to ignore or 
resist them. For example, you may be highly committed to the task of 
painting the apartment in the sense that you find yourself so immersed 
in painting that you do not even notice the messages arriving on your 
phone or on the conversations taking place outside the open window.

We may also apply the same distinction to commitment in the sense 
of commitment to people or to relationships. For example, you may be 
committed to your romantic partner in the (engaged) sense that you 
do not even notice other attractive potential partners, and therefore 
do not find yourself tempted to be disloyal. Alternatively, you may be 
committed in the (gritted teeth) sense that you do very well find your-
self tempted by other attractive individuals you notice, but you over-
come these temptations and remain true to your partner despite them.

Taking these everyday examples as our starting point, we can iden-
tify phenomenological differences between the two forms of commit-
ment. If you are committed to helping your friend paint the room in 
the sense of gritting your teeth resisting temptations and distractions, 
then you are likely to find the activity unpleasant. The time will go 
slowly, you will catch yourself thinking ahead to what you will do af-
terwards, repeatedly reminding yourself to remain focused in order 
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to avoid mistakes (e.g., dripping paint on the floor), and you will ex-
perience negative emotions associated with the activity itself. You 
may find that you can best maintain your motivation by thinking of 
rewards and costs extrinsic to the activity – e.g., your friend will be 
disappointed if you abandon the task or grateful if you complete it 
adequately. Similarly, gritting your teeth and remaining true to your 
romantic partner despite tempting alternative options may give rise to 
a sense of conflict and stress. You may find yourself thinking of other 
attractive people or trying to avoid doing so.

In contrast, engaged commitment implies a positive experience of 
the task. The time goes by quickly, you remain focused on the task 
itself rather than on things you will do afterwards, and you will expe-
rience positive emotions associated with the task itself. You are able 
to maintain your motivation without focusing on extrinsic rewards.1 
Similarly, if you find yourself committed to your romantic partner in 
the engaged sense, then you are likely to find yourself thinking about 
your partner, and you are not likely to experience conflict at all when 
choosing to spend time with your partner rather than with others.

6.2.1  Is engaged commitment really a form of  
commitment at all?

One possible response to this intuitive distinction is to acknowledge 
that it captures a distinction between two ways in which an activity 
or a relationship can be experienced (or two extremes of a spectrum), 
but to wonder whether engaged commitment should really be labeled 
commitment at all. After all, an important function of commitment 
is to stabilize one’s motivation to perform actions that one might not 
otherwise be inclined to perform (and thereby also to assure others 
that they can confidently rely on one to do so). The key phrase here 
is ‘that one might not otherwise be inclined to perform’. It seems that 
cases of what I am calling ‘engaged commitment’ are cases in which 
one is inclined to perform the action, and therefore cases in which 
commitment would be superfluous.

This would be a serious objection if the aim of the present book 
were to provide an analysis of the everyday concept of commitment, 
or a phenomenological analysis of the experience of forcing oneself to 
do something despite being disinclined to do it. But my aim is to illu-
minate the mechanisms which shield goals from fluctuations in short-
term interests. So, we should not rule out the possibility that there are 
instances where one experiences oneself as being inclined to perform 
a particular action, and where one is oblivious to distraction – and 
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where one’s inclination to perform an action and one’s obliviousness 
to distraction while performing the action are due to the operation of 
a mechanism which serves to stabilize one’s motivation and to shield 
it from temptations and distractions. If there are such instances, their 
discovery would be important.

Before moving on to consider the cognitive and motivational mech-
anisms which may underpin each form of commitment, it is worth 
pausing to note that this discussion of engaged commitment (and of 
whether it is a form of commitment at all) resonates with a longstand-
ing debate about commitment in behavioral economics. The debate 
turns on the question as to whether and how commitment can be 
reconciled with the theory of revealed preferences. In a nutshell, the 
theory of revealed preferences (Samuelson, 1938) states that people’s 
choices are determined by their preferences, and that we accordingly 
can infer people’s preferences from the choices that they make. With 
this basic idea in mind, commitment appears to present a puzzle. This 
is because commitment implies a willingness to perform particular 
actions or make particular choices irrespective of one’s current prefer-
ences. When someone makes a commitment to do something at a later 
point in time, they typically mean that they will do it even if something 
else comes up or they just don’t feel like it at that moment. In the same 
vein, as Amartya Sen points out:

If knowledge of torture of others makes you sick, it is a case of 
sympathy; if it does not make you feel personally worse off, but 
you think it is wrong and you are ready to do something to stop it, 
it is a case of commitment.

(1977: 326)

The force of Sen’s observation here is that commitment falls outside 
of the net of the theory of revealed preferences. This is because, in 
instances where an agent has acted out of commitment, the method 
of inferring preferences from choice behavior leads to the inference 
that the agent must have had a preference for that action. In other 
words, it rules out the possibility of acting out of commitment in spite 
of one’s preferences. This means that the theory of revealed prefer-
ences can only ever describe commitment as one preference among 
others. In response to this, one may conclude that the theory of re-
vealed preferences obscures important distinctions among different 
motivations which can under some circumstances lead to the same 
choice behavior. This is Sen’s conclusion; he decries “…the common 
tendency to make ‘preference’ (or a general-purpose ‘utility function’) 
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an all-embracing depository of a person’s feelings, values, priorities, 
choices, and a great many other essentially diverse objects” (1991: 589).

Alternatively, one may respond to Sen’s criticisms by affirming that, 
for the purposes of decision theory, commitment can be regarded as a 
kind of preference after all – as long as one conceptualizes ‘preference’ 
in broad terms. This is Daniel Hausman’s (2005) strategy. Hausman 
adopts a broad concept of ‘all-things-considered-preferences’, which 
allows for decisions and actions to be driven by all manner of prefer-
ences (preferences for principles, values, others’ well-being, etc., not 
just for what is in one’s narrow interests). The project of characterizing 
the cognitive and motivational underpinnings of these heterogeneous 
preferences is an important one, but it is nevertheless useful for de-
cision theorists to work with a single broad concept of preferences. 
On this view, the theory of revealed preferences does not need to be 
revised to accommodate the psychological complexity underpinning 
our decisions and actions. However, in order to develop economic the-
ory that accurately reflects people’s actual decision-making, the the-
ory of revealed preferences should be supplemented by insights from 
psychology about the factors and mechanisms that drive people’s ac-
tual decision-making – and the current discussion may be understood 
as a contribution to this project.

6.3 Teasing apart the two forms of commitment

The two forms of commitment distinguished here imply two different 
sets of underlying mechanisms. Gritted teeth commitment involves the 
deployment of executive control mechanisms (inhibitory control and 
supervisory attentional control) to maintain task focus and to avoid 
temptations and distractions. Engaged commitment boosts the rela-
tive salience and attractiveness of task-relevant information, making 
task-irrelevant stimuli in the environment and task-irrelevant thoughts 
less tempting or distracting than they otherwise would be.

Now, in terms of differentiating between these two forms of com-
mitment, the key idea is that it should be possible to do so by probing 
to what extent an individual is performing a task despite being dis-
tracted and/or tempted, and to what extent they are just not distracted 
or tempted at all. To the extent that they are doing a task despite temp-
tation or distraction, we can infer that she is persisting through gritted 
teeth. This means that if some factor (for example, the perception of a 
partner’s effortful investment in a task) boosts an individual’s persis-
tence on a task, it should be possible to ascertain whether or not that 
factor boosted her persistence by triggering gritted teeth commitment. 
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If her increased persistence was accompanied by an increase (or at 
least not a decrease) in her processing of distractions or temptations, 
then she is in gritted teeth mode. If, on the other hand, her increase in 
persistence is accompanied by a decrease in her processing of distrac-
tions or temptations, then we can infer that the factor in question (e.g., 
the perception of a partner’s effort) has elicited engaged commitment.

At present, there are unfortunately no published studies that would 
directly test this out. There are, however, a couple of studies in pro-
gress in my research group, and I hope that by describing them, I can 
at least illustrate the kind of experimental logic that may be used to 
differentiate between engagement and gritted teeth.

6.3.1 Probing movement trajectories

First, in a study mentioned in Chapter 5 (Reddy et al., in prep), we 
devised a scenario where a child plays multiple rounds of one game 
together with an adult experimenter, which required them to collect 
balls at one location and carry them over to a second location (to feed 
imaginary animals). During this time, a second experimenter tried to 
lure the child to bail out of the main game and to come and play an 
alternative game with her. This enabled us to measure the children’s 
persistence in terms of how many rounds of the main game they played 
before succumbing to the temptation. We manipulated the degree of 
coordination within the main game, and also the presence or absence 
of ostensive eye contact with the first adult experimenter – both factors 
which we expected to increase the children’s sense of commitment and 
thus also their persistence in the main game. The results of this are 
currently being analyzed.

But now comes the crucial part. During the pilot phase of this 
experiment, we noticed that the children would often not just walk 
directly back and forth between the two locations of the main game 
but, instead, would veer off towards the tempting distraction before 
curving back towards the relevant location in the main game. This 
gave us the idea that we could measure the extent to which they were 
distracted by measuring the curvature of their walking trajectory: the 
more distracted they were by the tempting alternative game, the more 
curved their walking trajectory should be. In principle, this should 
enable us to test whether the children who were more committed (i.e., 
who persisted longer), were more committed despite being equally or 
more distracted (i.e., exhibiting equal or greater curvature in their 
walking trajectory) or whether they were just less distracted. If the 
former turns out to be the case, we should infer that the children who 
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persisted longer did so out of gritted teeth commitment; if the latter, 
we should infer that they did so out of engagement.

The upshot is that measuring walking trajectory may enable us to 
probe whether an individual is persisting despite being distracted, or 
persisting because they are not distracted in the first place. It may be 
possible to utilize the same rationale in combination with other meas-
ures. For example, it may also be possible to get at this distinction 
by measuring the trajectories of people’s mouse movements as they 
perform a computer-based task. If they have to use a mouse to drag a 
cursor to one of two response options (e.g., persist versus stop), we may 
be able to detect that in some instances participants veer towards the 
‘stop’ option but then veer back before selecting ‘persist’. By measuring 
this, we should be able to ascertain whether those who persist longer 
do so because they are less tempted to stop (straighter mouse trajecto-
ries) or despite being tempted (more curved mouse trajectories).

6.3.2 Probing attention

In principle, a study looking at attention could implement the same 
logic as in the aforementioned research looking at movement trajec-
tories. That is, it could measure people’s eye movements to ascertain 
to what extent they are attending to task-relevant information and to 
what extent they are exploring the environment with their attention. If 
the latter is the case, we could infer that they are distracted or tempted 
to bail on the current task. With this as a basis, we could check whether 
people who persist longer on some boring task do so because they are 
not distracted (engaged commitment) or despite being distracted (grit-
ted teeth commitment). We have not yet tried doing this in my group, 
but it does seem like one option to explore moving forward.

What we have done in relation to attention in one ongoing study 
rests on a different rationale (Székely et al., in preparation). The study 
was designed to probe whether the perception of a partner’s effort in 
a joint action boosts the deployment of executive control mechanisms 
(inhibitory control and supervisory attentional control) to maintain 
task focus and to avoid temptations and distractions. To this end, we 
developed a social version of the sustained attention to response task 
(SART) developed by Robertson and colleagues (1997; see also Manly 
et al., 1999; Smallwood et al., 2004). The SART is a go/no-go task: par-
ticipants must respond with a spacebar press whenever a digit appears 
on the screen, unless that digit is a ‘3’, in which case they must with-
hold their response. Since the ‘3’ is displayed relatively infrequently 
(the frequency can be varied), participants are inclined to forget about 
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this component of the task and to fall into a routine of pressing the 
spacebar whenever any digit appears. Indeed, the longer the period of 
time/number of trials without a ‘3’, the more likely do such false alarms 
become (Manly et al., 1999; Smallwood et al., 2004). In order to avoid 
such mistakes, participants must actively hold the task instructions in 
mind (indeed, it is in this sense that the SART is a test of top-down su-
pervisory attentional control). And when participants do incorrectly 
respond on no-go trials, they tend to decelerate on subsequent trials 
and to register fewer false alarms, perhaps because they engage exec-
utive control to re-establish the task set in working memory (Manly  
et al., 1999; Robertson et al., 1997; Smallwood et al., 2004).

In our study, we capitalized on this phenomenon of post-error decel-
eration to test the gritted teeth commitment hypothesis. We reasoned 
that if the perception of a partner’s effort boosted executive control to 
maintain focus on the task, then we may expect this boost to be par-
ticularly visible at those moments when it is relevant to performance 
on the task. If so, then we should see a more pronounced post-error 
deceleration in the High Effort condition than in the Low Effort con-
dition. To manipulate the perception of a partner’s effort, we used the 
same stimuli as in Székely and Michael’s (2018) study using the snake 
game experiment discussed in Chapter 5 – i.e., we created the impres-
sion that the partner had to solve either easy or difficult captchas at the 
beginning of each round.

We elected (Székely et al., in prep) to focus on post-error deceler-
ation as our dependent variable of interest. We reasoned that if the 
gritted teeth commitment hypothesis is correct, we should expect a 
more pronounced deceleration after errors in the High Effort condi-
tion than in the Low Effort condition, as the perception of a partner’s 
effort investment gives a boost to executive function, helping partic-
ipants to maintain or re-establish focus on a joint task. The results 
corroborate this prediction: participants indeed exhibited greater de-
celeration after errors in the High Effort condition than in the Low 
Effort condition, providing support for the hypothesis that the per-
ception of a partner’s effort leads participants to grit their teeth and 
utilize their executive resources to stay on task.

In particular, it is worth specifying that the SART is likely to target 
two of the three components of executive function which have been 
distinguished in the literature: inhibition of dominant or prepotent re-
sponses and updating working memory contents in response to chang-
ing situational demands – i.e., it is not designed to probe the capacity 
to shift flexibly between tasks (Miyake et al., 2000). To stabilize per-
formance on boring tasks, inhibition may be especially important for 
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resisting distractions and temptations, and updating may be impor-
tant for maintaining the task goals and strategies in working mem-
ory. These two components enable one to actively maintain task goals 
and task-related information when in gritted teeth mode (Dreisbach & 
Haider, 2009; Shah, Friedman & Kruglanski, 2002), and potentially to 
use this information to effectively bias lower-level processing in work-
ing memory (Baddeley, 1986; Barkley, 1997; Hofmann, Schmeichel & 
Baddeley, 2012).

6.4 Summing up so far

In this chapter, I introduced a distinction between two forms of com-
mitment, each of which is associated with a different set of underlying 
cognitive and motivational mechanisms. One limitation of the studies 
I have discussed here is that they make the simple assumption that 
these two forms of commitment are mutually exclusive: either the in-
trinsic reward value of the task is enhanced (engaged commitment), in 
which case the need for executive control is reduced, or executive con-
trol is enhanced (gritted teeth commitment), stabilizing task focus and 
performance despite a reduction in the intrinsic reward value of a task. 
But there are also many ways in which the two forms of commitment 
may support each other. For example, gritted teeth commitment may 
work by focusing attention on aspects of a task which are rewarding, 
leading to an increase in the intrinsic reward value of a task. A simi-
lar but distinct idea, already mentioned in Chapter 3, is what George 
Ainslie (2021) calls recursive self-prediction. This is the idea that I can 
resist a temptation now (e.g. to eat some cake) by seeing this case as a 
test case for a broader pattern –i.e. because I know that if I do eat the 
cake now, it provides evidence to me that in the future I will also fail to 
resist similar temptations. This can be seen as a way of mobilizing my 
positive motivation for a future reward (to have a nice figure) so that 
I do not need to exercise as much inhibitory control to resist a temp-
tation in the present. In this sense, it also constitutes a way of using 
executive function in order to get oneself into a mindset in which one 
needs less executive function to resist temptation. Things can work 
the other way around as well: by enhancing the intrinsic reward value 
of a task, engaged commitment may also lead to the recruitment of 
executive resources to stabilize or boost performance. Future theo-
retical and empirical research will be needed to go beyond our simple 
starting assumption of mutual exclusivity and to explore different pos-
sibilities concerning how the two forms of commitment may relate to  
each other.
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To conclude this chapter, it is worth mentioning one other idea con-
cerning how to test for gritted teeth commitment which Natalie Se-
banz spontaneously suggested to me in conversation – an idea which I 
think was intended in jest but which actually may even work. As I was 
holding forth about various convoluted plans for measuring walking 
trajectories and obscure attentional markers, she asked flatly: Why not 
just put a force plate in their mouths and measure whether they are 
gritting their teeth?

Note
 1 This is the kind of experience described by Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2014) in 

his seminal work on flow theory.



7.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter, I examined recent attempts to begin formu-
lating and testing hypotheses about the mechanisms underpinning 
the sense of commitment. In order to illuminate these mechanisms, 
one further, complementary strategy is to investigate the emergence of 
an understanding of commitment in ontogeny, i.e., to isolate distinct 
components of this proficiency as they emerge, and to learn how they 
relate to each other, which are the most basic, etc. And indeed, there 
has been some research conducted in this vein, which I will survey in 
the current chapter. The key question for this chapter, then, is: How do 
children attain a mature proficiency at identifying, keeping track of and 
responding appropriately to their own and others’ commitments?

If one thinks in terms of commitment in the strict sense, it may seem 
that there is a simple answer to this question: children acquire the con-
cept of commitment sometime during development, and it is the mas-
tery of this concept which underpins adults’ proficiency in generating 
commitments, and in identifying, keeping track of and responding 
appropriately to one’s own and others’ commitments. In the following 
section (Section 7.2), I will evaluate this simple answer and identify the-
oretical and empirical reasons for finding it unsatisfactory. In Section 
7.3, the main body of the chapter, I articulate and defend the hypothe-
sis that the aforementioned proficiency rests upon an intuitive sense of 
commitment, which is more basic than a conceptual understanding of 
commitment the strict sense, and which the latter builds upon and ex-
tends. In Section 7.4, I offer some speculations about the relationship 
between the sense of commitment and a conceptual understanding of 
commitment in the strict sense. In Section 7.5, I conclude by returning 
to our question about the origins of characteristically human profi-
ciency in managing commitments.

7 The developmental origins of 
commitment1
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7.2 A simple conjecture

A simple conjecture about how children acquire proficiency with com-
mitments is that they acquire the concept of commitment in the strict 
sense, as articulated in Chapter 2. According to this conjecture, pos-
session of the concept of commitment in the strict sense leads chil-
dren to act in accordance with their commitments and to otherwise 
acknowledge the appropriateness of censure, and to believe that they 
themselves are entitled to censure others who do not act in accordance 
with their commitments. But, though acquiring the concept of com-
mitment in the strict sense is surely very important, there are compel-
ling reasons to be unsatisfied with this simple conjecture. I will first 
identify theoretical reasons, and then turn to empirical considerations 
which also compel us to look beyond the simple conjecture.

7.2.1  Theoretical reasons for being unsatisfied with  
the simple conjecture

There are numerous features of our mature human proficiency in man-
aging commitments that are not yet explained by appealing to the con-
cept of commitment in the strict sense. Specifically, the concept does 
not clarify (a) how people determine when commitments are in place 
in the absence of an explicit agreement or promise, (b) how they deter-
mine what the precise content of an explicit or implicit commitment 
is, (c) how they assess the appropriate degree of commitment and (d) 
how they determine what grounds are acceptable for abandoning a 
commitment.

Consider the following example: Roger often volunteers as an assis-
tant at a local retirement community. One of the residents, Patricia, is 
celebrating her birthday today. Roger was not explicitly invited, but 
he knows that Patricia would be delighted if he dropped by, and that 
the other people involved could use his help setting up for the party, 
ensuring that it runs smoothly, and cleaning up afterward. He may not 
have made any explicit commitment to anyone, but he may neverthe-
less have a sense that he is implicitly committed, either to Patricia, or 
to the other people involved, and this may motivate him to attend the 
party and to help out anyway (see (a) above). Or, he may have agreed 
to drop by but be surprised to discover that he is expected to help out 
by parking cars for the guests (see (b) above). Or, he may even have 
agreed to help park the cars but be surprised to discover that he is, in 
fact, expected to persist at this cheerless task for several hours in the 
hot sun (see (c) above). Or, if we tweak the example slightly, we might 
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also imagine that he did agree to go and help park the cars, but that he 
would now like to get out of this commitment because his friend has 
invited him to go to the pub for drinks. On the face of it, this excuse 
does not seem to be very compelling. But what if he suspects that his 
friend has been depressed and that it is important to him that they 
discuss something together?

Such cases are very common in everyday life. But the concept of 
commitment in the strict sense will not on its own be sufficient to make 
an appropriate judgment in such cases. This is because the concept of 
commitment in the strict sense provides no reason for Roger to show 
up to the party at all if he has not expressed his willingness to do so to 
any relevant party under conditions of common knowledge, and even 
less reason to park cars for the guests – and yet, a mature adult would 
often feel committed and act accordingly in such cases, and expect 
others to do so as well. Nor does the concept of commitment in the 
strict sense help in deciding which grounds for abandoning a commit-
ment are appropriate and which are not. This means that in developing 
a mature proficiency in managing commitments, it is not sufficient for 
children to acquire the concept of commitment in the strict sense.

7.2.2  Empirical reasons for being unsatisfied with  
the simple conjecture

In order to evaluate the empirical credentials of the simple conjecture, 
it will be necessary to begin by specifying the predictions that it gener-
ates. Of course, the simple conjecture is very broad as I have formulated 
it. As a result, it does not entail very many specific predictions about 
issues for which we would, in fact, like to have specific predictions. For 
example, it does not entail any specific positive predictions about when 
children will acquire the concept of commitment in the strict sense, 
although it does of course predict that they will not acquire this con-
cept before acquiring the other concepts of which it is composed, such 
as the concepts of ‘obligation’ and ‘common knowledge’, and possibly 
also the concepts of ‘intention’, ‘belief’ and ‘desire,’ which feature in-
directly in the definition. There is evidence that one-year-olds are able 
to identify intentions (Behne et al., 2005). At the moment, however, it 
is unclear when children are able to understand the concepts of belief 
(Butterfill & Apperly, 2013; Carruthers, 2013; Christensen & Michael, 
2016), desire (Rakoczy, 2007; Steglich-Petersen & Michael, 2015), ob-
ligation (Astington, 1988; Rakoczy et al., 2008; Vaish et al., 2011) and 
common knowledge (Carpenter & Liebal, 2011). In view of this uncer-
tainty, I will not evaluate this prediction here.
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The simple view also entails that once children have acquired the 
concept, they will exhibit a suite of behavioral tendencies which are 
licensed by the concept. They should, for example, be inclined to wait 
for a partner to whom they are committed and who is slower than they 
are in the context of a activity, to check on the progress of their part-
ner(s), to offer help where appropriate, to refrain from abandoning the 
activity until all parties are satisfied that the goal has been achieved 
or until all have agreed to abandon it (Gilbert, 1990; Tuomela, 2007). 
They should also be inclined to censure others who violate explicit 
verbal agreements to perform actions, and acknowledge others’ rights 
to censure them if they themselves do so (Gilbert, 1990). This may take 
the form of explicitly censuring and explicitly acknowledging others’ 
right to censure, or it might take a more implicit form. For example, 
they may be inclined to cry and/or to protest if agreements are vio-
lated but without explicitly stating the reason why. Similarly, they may 
exhibit signs of guilt or of fearing punishment when they themselves 
violate agreements. The crucial point is that the simple conjecture 
predicts that once children acquire the concept of commitment in the 
strict sense, there should be an uptick in these behaviors because these 
behaviors are licensed by commitments, as one would understand by 
grasping the concept. What do the data show?

Gräfenhain and colleagues (2009) implemented a paradigm in 
which an experimenter and a child play various games together. In ex-
periment 1 of their study, they were interested in how children would 
react when, at some point, the experimenter abruptly stopped play-
ing. Specifically, they compared a condition in which the experimenter 
had made an explicit commitment to the joint action and a condition 
in which she had simply entered into the action without making any 
commitment. Interestingly, three-year-olds, but not two-year-olds, 
protested significantly more when a commitment had been violated 
than when there had been no commitment. In experiment 2 of the 
same study, the tables were turned and the children were presented 
with an enticing outside option that tempted them to abandon the joint 
action. The children were less likely to succumb to the temptation if 
a commitment had been made. In cases in which they did succumb, 
they were more likely to ‘take leave’, to look back at the experimenter 
nervously or to return after a brief absence.

The interpretation of these findings suggested by the simple conjec-
ture is that children acquire the concept of commitment in the strict 
sense by around three. But consider a study conducted by Mant and 
Perner (1988), in which children were presented with vignettes describ-
ing two children on their way home from school, Peter and Fiona, 
who discuss whether to meet up and go swimming later on. In one 
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condition, they make a joint commitment to meet at a certain time 
and place, but Peter decides not to go after all, and Fiona winds up 
alone and disappointed. In the other condition, they do not make a 
joint commitment, because Fiona believes that her parents will not 
let her. She is then surprised that her parents do give her permission, 
and she goes to the swimming pool to meet Peter. In this condition, 
too, however, Peter decides not to go after all, so again Fiona winds 
up alone and disappointed. The children in the study, ranging from 5 
to 10 years of age, were then asked to rate how naughty each character 
was. The finding was that only the oldest children (with a mean age 
of 9.5) judged Peter to be more naughty in the commitment condition 
than in the no-commitment condition. This may seem late, but it is, 
in fact, consistent with the findings of a study by Astington (1988), 
who reported that children under 9 fail to understand the conditions 
under which the speech act of promising gives rise to commitments. 
If we take these results at face value, it suggests that the development 
of children’s understanding of commitment is protracted. Whatever it 
was that Gräfeinhain and colleagues’ (2009) study was tapping into in 
three-year-olds, it was not full mastery of the concept of commitment 
in the strict sense. This indicates that we need some other explanation 
of the pattern observed with these younger children.

More generally, the simple conjecture does not provide us with any 
guidance in generating predictions about what components of the 
concept of commitment may emerge first, or about what behavioral 
tendencies may emerge first (waiting for a partner, checking on her, 
helping her, persisting until all parties are satisfied that the goal has 
been reached, protesting if a partner abandons a joint action, etc.). In 
other words, the simple conjecture presents a complex concept and 
a suite of behaviors licensed by the concept as a single package. But 
these components may come apart, and some may be more basic than 
others. The simple conjecture does not tell us in what order these com-
ponents should emerge, which components are most basic, or how the 
developmental process should unfold.

Moreover, there is a further detail in the findings reported by 
Gräfenhain and colleagues which should give us pause. Specifically, 
it is not the case that the two-year-olds do not protest at all, and only 
the three-year-olds understand the situation well enough to feel enti-
tled to protest. In fact, there is no increase in appropriate normative 
protest from two to three. On the contrary, the two-year-olds protest 
just as much in both conditions as the three-year-olds do in the com-
mitment condition. This suggests that the sense of entitlement that 
inspires protest over an unfulfilled expectation is not the product of 
developmental changes over the third year but, rather, it is the default 
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that is already in place by two or earlier. What changes in the third 
year is that children learn that they are not always entitled to expect 
contributions to their goals.

There is also a further detail in Mant and Perner’s (1988) study which 
bears emphasizing: 22 of the 46 six-year-olds actually rated the protag-
onist as being naughty in both conditions (while 11 rated him as neu-
tral in both conditions), i.e., when Peter had violated a commitment 
and thereby caused Fiona to be disappointed and sad, and when he 
had not made any commitment in the first place and Fiona had been 
disappointed and sad. It is as though, whenever a goal is not achieved 
and somebody is left disappointed, the default is to assign blame, and 
to work out the details later. This is not the pattern that one would 
expect on the basis of the simple conjecture. This is because the simple 
conjecture predicts that normative protest emerges as a result of the 
understanding that one is entitled to protest because a commitment in 
the strict sense is in place.

I propose to develop a different approach to explaining the devel-
opmental trajectory of children’s proficiency in identifying, keeping 
track of and responding appropriately to our own and others’ com-
mitments. Rather than taking the concept of commitment in the strict 
sense as a starting point, and interpreting the findings of Gräfenhain 
and colleagues (2009; 2013; cf. Hamann et al., 2012; Kachel & To-
masello, 2019; Kachel, Svetlova, & Tomasello, 2018) as evidence that 
three-year-olds understand and respond to commitments in the strict 
sense, I will attempt to identify a broader, less complex phenomenon 
that young children may understand and respond to even in the ab-
sence of a sophisticated understanding of common knowledge, obli-
gations and the speech act of promising. My aim will be to explain 
how an understanding of commitments emerges through engagement 
in joint actions, as several distinct cognitive and affective mechanisms 
are integrated and calibrated through social experience. This more 
psychological approach (i.e., in contrast to an approach based on 
normative notions) resonates with the view of many theorists that a 
simplified conception of joint action is needed in order to account for 
young children’s engagement in joint actions (Brownell, 2006; Butter-
fill, 2012; Tollefsen, 2005).

7.3 The development of the sense of commitment

In theorizing about the ‘broader, less complex phenomenon’ that 
children are progressively able to identify and respond to, I will draw 
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upon Michael, Sebanz, and Knoblich’s (2016a) analysis. As already 
discussed in Chapter 4, this analysis provides a characterization of 
the minimal structure of situations in which a sense of commitment 
can arise:

 i There is an outcome (O) which an agent (ME) either desires to 
come about, or which is the goal of an action which ME is cur-
rently performing or intends to perform.

 ii The external contribution (X) of a second agent (YOU) is crucial 
to bringing about G.

Clearly, conditions (i) and (ii) specify a broader category than that 
of commitment in the strict sense. Nevertheless, situations with this 
structure may elicit a sense of commitment on the part of YOU, and it 
may lead ME to expect commitment from YOU. My proposal now is 
that children first acquire a sense of commitment, and that this sense 
of commitment is gradually calibrated through social experience to 
give rise to a mature proficiency in managing commitments. In order 
to spell out this proposal, I will first need to explain how a sense of 
commitment would arise in the first place. To answer this, it will be 
useful to consider these kinds of expectation and these kinds of mo-
tivation as separable components, and to ask: Why would children, 
or indeed anyone at all, have such expectations and/or motivations? 
Next, I will need to explain how the sense of commitment could de-
velop into a mature proficiency in managing commitments.

My attempt to meet these challenges will consist of three steps, 
which I will discuss in the next three subsections:

1  There are numerous mechanisms leading humans (and possibly in 
some cases other species as well) to be motivated to contribute X 
in situations in which the minimal structure is instantiated (i.e., (i) 
and (ii) obtain), and some of these mechanisms are present already 
in infancy.

2  There are numerous mechanisms leading humans (and possibly 
other species as well) to expect X to occur because (i) and (ii) 
obtain.

3  These expectations and motivations reinforce each other over 
time, and are calibrated through joint actions and other social 
experiences, leading children ultimately to a mature proficiency 
in identifying, keeping track of and responding appropriately to 
their own and others’ commitments.
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7.3.1  How would YOU come to be motivated to do X because 
the minimal structure is instantiated?

This question already came up in Chapter 4 (in the subsection ‘Why 
commit?’). There, I referred to six distinct hypotheses about why agents, 
including even infants and toddlers, may have such motivations.

First, they may be motivated by an altruistic concern for the 
well-being of the recipient of help (Warneken & Tomasello, 2006; 2008; 
Warneken et al., 2007). Second, infants and toddlers may help because 
they like engaging in joint actions and are motivated to do so ( Paulus & 
Moore, 2012; Rheingold et al., 1982; Svetlova et al., 2010), i.e., not 
because of any benefit that their contribution brings to anyone else. 
Third, seeing others nervous or upset (e.g., about not achieving a goal) 
can be aversive; thus, infants and toddlers may be motivated to help 
in order to avoid being exposed to an agent who is upset ( Michael & 
Székely, 2019). Fourth, they may help to win praise or improve their 
reputation (but see Hepach, 2016). Fifth, they may help because they 
think they are expected to, and are motivated by a preference to avoid 
disappointing expectations (Heintz et al., 2015). Sixth, a further class 
of models, which Paulus (2014) has dubbed ‘goal-alignment models’, 
are based on the core idea that the identification of an agent’s goal 
leads infants to take up that goal as their own. This may occur because 
of the lack of self-other differentiation in young infants (cf. Barresi & 
Moore, 1996) – i.e., having identified the goal, the infant lacks the re-
sources to quarantine it from her own endogenous goals and simply 
treats it like any other goal that she has (Michael & Székely, 2019).

Developing a version of this sixth hypothesis, Michael and Szekely 
(2019) introduced the term ‘goal slippage’. On their account, goals 
that are identified in instances instantiating the minimal structure are 
sometimes represented as motor representations within the observ-
er’s motor system – namely, when the observed action is in their own 
motor repertoire. When this occurs, the identified goal becomes the 
observer’s own goal, and the observer will automatically act to bring 
about the identified goals unless some other mechanisms inhibit their 
automatic action. For example, YOU may observe as ME attempts to 
toss a pillow onto a seat in the row in front of her on an airplane, and 
notice that the pillow, unbeknownst to ME, has rolled onto the floor. 
In such as case, YOU may pick up the pillow and place it on the seat 
in order to facilitate the achievement of the goal. Although an agent’s 
motivation to bring about such goals may generally be lower than her 
motivation to bring about endogenously generated goals, goal slippage 
could nevertheless increase the likelihood of YOU doing X. As noted 
already in the discussion in Chapter 4, one recent study in our group 
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(Michael et al., under review), provides support for this hypothesis as 
an explanation of helping behavior in two-year-olds.

To be clear, though there is lively debate in the developmental litera-
ture as to which of these hypotheses is correct, I do not aim at present 
to adjudicate among them. On the contrary, I would tend to think that 
they are all true. Certainly they are all true as at least partial explana-
tions of some instances in which the minimal structure is in place and 
adults do X. What we don’t know yet with much confidence is at what 
age which motivations become operative. In any case, I regard these as 
separate, complementary factors which may conspire to sustain a de-
fault preference on the part of YOU to contribute X when she detects 
that a situation with the minimal structure is in place.

7.3.2  How would ME come to expect YOU to do X because 
the minimal structure is instantiated?

I believe that there are numerous reasons why infants in the role of 
ME tend to expect YOU to do X in cases instantiating the minimal 
structure. At the most basic level, the expectation that the desired out-
come O will occur when desired may have the status of a default in 
infants. This is because an infant may not entertain the possibility that 
O is only her own desired outcome (Piaget, 1950). A default expecta-
tion that O will occur when desired would be consistent with many 
experiences that infants and young children have in their first years of 
life. Indeed, as soon as infants begin pursuing goals, there is usually 
at least one parent who is motivated to support them in their goals. 
Moreover, infants experience distress or conflict when their goals are 
not met.

Our hypothesis is that this default expectation of O is progressively 
qualified over the course of development – i.e., it becomes increasingly 
context-specific as children develop more sophisticated abilities to un-
derstand the instrumental structure of action, to evaluate agents and 
to identify and integrate more and more relevant factors which are rel-
evant to predicting whether X will occur. A first step beyond the very 
basic default expectation which I have proposed is to identify specific 
agents that are associated with successful outcomes. For example, an 
infant may come to associate mommy with good outcomes, and thus 
expect O to occur specifically when Mommy is present. A further im-
portant step is to be able to identify the specific external contributions 
(X) which are required for their desired outcomes. For example, Billy 
may come to notice that in order to bring about the goal of feeding him 
(O), Mommy needs to grasp the bottle and present it to his mouth (X). 
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When Billy has attained this level of sophistication, his default as-
sumption will be that those contributions (X) will be made. And in-
stances in which he does not meet a goal because X is not contributed 
may also elicit signs of distress and/or conflict. Moreover, as Billy gets 
older, he will also need to learn to evaluate many more factors, such as 
whether Mommy is aware of his desire to eat, whether it is reasonable 
to expect her to feed him now (which would, for example, not be the 
case if Mommy is currently driving in heavy traffic), whether she has 
made a promise to feed him at this moment in particular, etc.

One possibility raised by this view of development is that this bed-
rock sense of entitlement remains into adulthood, usually below the 
surface of behavior. Indeed, I suspect that this is the case, and that 
this default attitude can be glimpsed in those moments when one is 
stressed or tired and, struggling to tie one’s shoe or to close a drawer, 
catches oneself cursing at the shoe or the drawer and feeling inclined 
to mete out punishment to whatever objects or agents happen to be 
around. My conjecture is that, psychologically, this sense of outrage 
and frustration is the very same sense of outrage and frustration as 
what one experiences when there really is an agent who is to blame for 
some normative violation.

Be that as it may, such a default expectation – suitably qualified on 
the basis of knowledge gained through social experience – could gen-
erate or reinforce specific expectations that ME would not otherwise 
have about contributions (X) to be made to ME’s goals or to outcomes 
which ME desires to be brought about.

But on top of this basic default expectation, there are many further 
reasons for ME to expect YOU to do X – namely, the very same rea-
sons why YOU is in fact often motivated to do X (as I set out in the 
previous section). Specifically, YOU is motivated by such mechanisms 
as altruism, a collectivity preference, an aversion to others’ distress 
and an aversion to disappointing others’ expectations. Of course, very 
young children will not be aware of these reasons, but people’s ten-
dency to act on the basis of such motivations will buttress their ex-
pectation that YOU will typically perform X. And, as they do become 
aware of such reasons over the course of development, their expecta-
tions will become increasingly accurate.

7.3.3  Expectations and motivations reinforce each  
other over development

In the previous two subsections, I gave reasons why some agents, in 
particular infants and young children, may expect X to occur because 
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(i) and (ii) obtain. I also gave reasons why some agents, in particular 
infants and young children, may sometimes be motivated to contrib-
ute X because (i) and (ii) obtain, and also sometimes because they be-
lieve that they are expected to. In this section, I will explain how these 
expectations and motivations can reinforce each other over the course 
of development, and how the sense of commitment can thereby be-
come calibrated to the norms within a culture.

On the one hand, ME’s default expectation that others (such as 
YOU) will contribute to ME’s goals will be likely to be met and rein-
forced if other agents (such as YOU) are indeed likely to contribute 
because of the processes referred to in the previous two subsections. 
On the other hand, YOU will be more likely to contribute X if YOU 
believes that ME expects this.

This does not imply that children (or, for that matter, adult humans) 
always expect others to contribute X in situations instantiating the 
minimal structure, nor that they always contribute X when they think 
they are expected to. In many such instances in which an agent expects 
X, X simply does not occur. Indeed, even infants’ and young children’s 
parents don’t always support their goals or fulfill their desires. So, as 
noted already above, in order to differentiate among various degrees 
of likelihood that X will occur, children must develop a more nuanced 
sensitivity to features of interactions that carry information about the 
reliability of various kinds of cues to X in various situations.

Is YOU aware of ME’s expectation of X? Did YOU do anything to 
cause ME to have this expectation? If so, was this intentional? Is there 
any precedent for this expectation? That is, has YOU made the contri-
bution of X in previous similar situations? If, for example, Daddy has 
played catch with Leonardo every Saturday in the garden for many 
months, it is more reasonable to expect this to occur this Saturday 
than if Daddy had only done it once or twice. Similarly, it is also im-
portant to assess to what extent ME is relying on X for the achievement 
of the outcome O. If X is something that can really only be achieved 
with YOU’s contribution, and if it is very important, then it is less ap-
propriate for YOU to refuse unless there is a good reason. Leonardo, 
for example, can play with some of his toys alone if Mommy is busy, 
but his new wiffle ball bat is only fun to play with if someone pitches 
the wiffle ball for him to swing the bat at – so it is more reasonable to 
expect Mommy to play together with him, and all the more so if he 
needs to practice for a wiffle ball game at his friend’s birthday party 
the following day.

Moreover, through social experience over many years, children also 
learn when it is appropriate to abandon or postpone commitments 
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(Bonalumi et al., Under Review; Chennells & Michael, Under Review; 
Kachel, Svetlova, & Tomasello, 2018; Michael & Székely, 2018). For 
example, if daddy promises to take Leonardo to the zoo but then has 
to rush off to work to deal with an urgent matter, Leonardo will need 
to understand that daddy’s urgent matter provides a good reason to 
postpone the zoo trip until the following day.

By the same token, it would be inefficient for an agent always to 
contribute to others’ goals or desired outcomes whenever she believed 
that she were expected to. Hence, children must also learn to apply the 
same criteria in determining whether to make crucial contributions to 
others’ goals or desired outcomes as they apply in determining whether 
to expect others to make those contributions. And, more generally 
speaking, the processes which I have postulated as underpinning a 
sense of commitment are likely to become calibrated through experi-
ence to match those of other people in their culture, and to conform to 
cultural norms concerning when it is considered appropriate to make 
contributions to others’ goals and to expect contributions from others. 
As a result, people’s expectations about the extent to which others will 
be motivated by such processes will roughly match the extent to which 
others really are so motivated – unless they happen to suffer from an 
impairment in their sense of commitment, as may be the case for indi-
viduals with borderline personality disorder, as discussed in Chapter 
4 (Ooi et al., 2019).

7.4 What about the simple conjecture?

So far, I have given an account of how various sources of motivation 
and of expectations reinforce each other over the course of develop-
ment. Through this long process of mutual reinforcement, expecta-
tions are calibrated such that children come to have increasingly 
accurate expectations about when others will perform actions which 
are contributions to outcomes which they desire or towards which they 
are acting. Similarly, motivations are calibrated such that children 
come to be motivated to make contributions when they are expected 
to – and particularly when it is important to others that they do so, and 
particularly when the other person in question is one with whom it is 
important to maintain a good relationship. The upshot of this account 
is that proficiency in generating commitments, and in identifying and 
tracking the degree of one’s own and others’ commitments, crucially 
involves managing expectations about contributions to goals and de-
sired outcomes.
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Judging by the research reviewed in Chapter 5, this process of cal-
ibrating expectations and motivations crucially involves becoming 
sensitive to cues such as a partner’s investment of effort, coordination 
and repetition. As I explained in Chapter 5, we have begun to chart 
the development of children’s sensitivity to these cues (Reddy et al., 
In Prep; Siposova, Székely, & Michael, In Prep), but the findings from 
this research so far are just too scant to really support any conclusions.

Where does all this leave the concept of commitment in the strict 
sense and the simple conjecture? Mastering the concept of commit-
ment in the strict sense does not appear to be necessary in order to 
identify and respond to such expectations on the part of others, or 
to have such expectations about others. Nor does it appear to be 
sufficient in order to (a) determine when commitments are in place 
in the absence of an explicit agreement or promise, (b) determine what 
the precise content of an explicit or implicit commitment is, (c) assess 
the appropriate degree of commitment or (d) distinguish between good 
and bad reasons for abandoning commitments. However, this does not 
make the concept of commitment in the strict sense irrelevant. On the 
contrary, once the concept of commitment in the strict sense is boot-
strapped out of the more basic sense of commitment, there are several 
important functions which it can serve.

For example, mastery of this concept makes it possible to quickly 
and efficiently engage the machinery of expectations and motivations 
that I have been attempting to illuminate here. Doing this proficiently, 
however, also requires that one’s expectations and motivations are 
properly calibrated to begin with. For example, if Orsi gives Vanda an 
assurance that she will clean up every mote of dust that ever falls onto 
his car, he is unlikely to form the expectation that she will actually 
do this, because it is simply not a realistic suggestion. Similarly, if she 
requests after their first date that Vanda promise to be forever true, 
it might well have the opposite effect, because it is an unreasonable 
request, and indeed one which exhibits an alarming lack of social skill.

Moreover, the concept may help in various ways to facilitate the cali-
bration of motivations and expectations that I have been discussing. 
For example, the concept of commitment in the strict sense highlights 
some features of situations that are relevant to determining whether 
ME can reasonably expect YOU to do X, such as whether YOU did 
something to generate this expectation in ME, whether this was in-
tentional and whether it is common knowledge that this is the case. 
These are not the only relevant factors but they are among the relevant 
factors. So, if daddy promises to give Leonardo some ice cream after 
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dinner and then only gives him a single scoop, and Leonardo begins 
to cry and protest about this, daddy may point out to him that he 
promised to give him only a bit and was never intending to suggest 
that he would give him any more – Leonardo will have to calibrate his 
expectations downward about what ‘some ice cream’ means.

7.5 Summing up so far

We humans are quite proficient in generating commitments and in 
identifying, keeping track of and responding appropriately to our own 
and others’ commitments. In the current chapter, I have attempted to 
shed light on the cognitive processes underpinning this proficiency by 
examining the emergence of a proficiency in managing commitments 
in ontogeny.

One unsurprising general conclusion to draw is that humans, armed 
with the concept of commitment and with the language skills to make 
verbal agreements and otherwise to form and communicate detailed 
plans about future behavior, are highly adept at generating expec-
tations, which others can rely on. It would also be unsurprising if 
some of the source of the motivation to fulfill those expectations are 
uniquely human.

One perhaps surprising consequence of my account is that a very 
powerful source of motivation to fulfill those expectations, and basis 
for expecting others to do so as well, is, in fact, the product of a very 
basic tendency that is present early in ontogeny and likely shared with 
other species –namely, a tendency to become frustrated and angry if 
our goals are not met and the outcomes we desire not achieved. Spe-
cifically, my account generates a novel claim about the origins of the 
sense of entitlement that inspires protest over unfulfilled expectations, 
i.e., unfulfilled expectations about one’s goals being met and about the 
outcomes one desires coming about. In contrast to the hypothesis sug-
gested by the simple conjecture, my account suggests that this sense of 
entitlement to protest is not the product of developmental changes by 
which one acquires the concept of commitment in the strict sense but, 
rather, it is the default that is already in place by two years or earlier. 
What changes over the course of childhood is that children learn that 
they are not always entitled to expect their goals to be met or all con-
tributions to their goals to be made.

In one sense, this means that the developmental process chips away 
from, rather than adding to, the cognitive architecture that underlies 
normative protest. In a different sense, however, the developmen-
tal process of course also involves the addition of further cognitive 



The developmental origins of commitment 83

machinery. For example, an increasingly sophisticated understanding 
of the instrumental structure of action will make it possible to better 
identify when there is a contribution (X) which some other agent could 
make to bringing about one’s goal. As a result, older children (and 
adults) will also protest or otherwise be annoyed in situations in which 
younger children (and cognitively less sophisticated animals) would 
not even notice that another agent has failed to help them. To probe 
the development of the capacity to identify crucial external contribu-
tions to one’s goals, and to compare humans and non-humans with a 
view to illuminating the phylogeny of this capacity, one useful starting 
point would be a paradigm implemented by Plotnik et al. (2011). In 
this paradigm, the target agent (an elephant) needs to pull on a rope 
in order to retrieve a platform with food on it – but in order to be suc-
cessful, must wait for a second agent to arrive on the scene and pull on 
the other end of the rope (the crucial external contribution). In Plotnik 
and colleagues’ study, it was shown that elephants can understand the 
crucial role of a partner in a task with this structure, and accordingly 
wait before pulling the rope until the partner can do so as well. Build-
ing upon this, it would be interesting to test whether elephants (and 
other species) but be annoyed at a partner who fails to pull on the rope 
or refrain from cooperating with her/him on future occasions.

Note
 1 Some of the material in this chapter is adapted from Michael and Székely 

(2018).



8.1 The three key questions

The overarching aim of this book has been to illuminate three key 
questions about commitment: How does social commitment relate to 
individual commitment? How do normative and psychological aspects 
of commitment relate to each other? What are the cognitive and mo-
tivational mechanisms that underpin commitment? By providing an-
swers to these three key questions, I hope to have gone some way to 
explaining how commitment can function as a glue holding together 
characteristically human forms of sociality.

I started out by acknowledging the fact that ‘commitment’ is not 
only a vague and complex concept but also a heterogeneous one – we 
can distinguish between individual and social forms of commitment, 
and we can speak about commitment in normative or in psychological 
terms. I have tried to be careful not to assume that, just because we use 
the same word – ‘commitment’ – to these heterogeneous phenomena, 
they really do have anything deep and interesting in common. And 
yet, I have also tried to show that it is, in fact, fruitful to look for a 
core function which unites many, though probably not all, instances 
of commitment: namely, to shield long-term goals from fluctuations in 
short-term interests and impulses.

In spelling out this way of thinking, I have drawn upon insights 
gleaned from existing accounts which target either individual or social 
commitment specifically. For example, Bratman’s account provided us 
with the important thought that there is some value in settling matters 
so that we can get on with planning and acting. So, even when con-
fronted with two possible goals which are otherwise equally valuable 
(e.g., going to the cinema or to the theatre), it is rational to make a 
choice and stick to it, ignoring further information and resisting the 
impulse to reconsider. In this sense, the selection and pursuit of a goal 

8 Further directions

DOI: 10.4324/9781315111308-8

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315111308-8


Further directions 85

itself boosts the subjective valuation of the goal. This is a crucial fea-
ture of temporally extended agency: it enables us to form plans (since 
we would otherwise not know which goals to plan towards) and to 
adopt further goals that presuppose the fulfillment of the first goal 
(e.g., meeting a friend for a drink after the movie at the bar near the 
cinema).

Bratman’s account also provided us with a basis for understanding 
how social commitment can build on individual commitment. Brat-
man himself only notes that social context may bolster the case for re-
sisting reconsideration in cases in which we have stated our intentions 
publicly, because we may want to maintain our reputation as predict-
able, reliable agents so that others will be willing to interact with us in 
the future. But, as revealed by the research presented here, this is just 
one of many ways in which social context can build upon and enhance 
individual commitments.

To illuminate these multifarious influences of social context on in-
dividual commitment, I drew upon a game-theoretic conception of 
commitment. Game theory explains how we can persuade others to 
do what we want them to do by changing our own incentive struc-
tures (in extreme cases even removing options for ourselves altogether 
which would otherwise be too tempting to resist). In order to distill 
the strategic structure of social commitment as neatly as possible, the 
game-theoretic approach focuses on cases in which we deliberately 
perform discrete actions with a strategic intention. But many of the 
examples of social factors discussed in this book show that this does 
not always occur deliberately. Sometimes, just by selecting a goal, 
making a plan, initiating an action, investing effort, etc., we raise oth-
ers’ expectations about what we will do and lead them to rely on those 
expectations – whether or not we intended to influence them. In many 
such cases, our realization of the expectations we have caused others 
to form and to rely on gives rise to a sense of commitment to carry 
on pursuing the goal whether we want to or not. Indeed, as we select 
particular goals, construct plans to achieve them, initiate action and 
persist towards goal completion, various social factors (reviewed in 
Chapters 4 and 5) pile up and progressively buttress our commitment.

It may initially seem mysterious why evolution should have designed 
us to progressively boost our valuation of goals as we pursue them. 
But this seems less mysterious if we consider the possibility that it is a 
consequence of the evolution of dispositions that make it possible for 
us to simultaneously pursue innumerable long-term (individual and 
shared) goals that build upon and complement each other, unfolding 
over variable timescales. After all, we cannot always use enforceable 
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contracts to stick to our goals and to sustain cooperation (and in deep 
evolutionary history this would have been all the less viable). So, in-
stead we evolved proximate mechanisms which increasingly boost our 
valuation of goals as we select them, make plans for attaining them 
and act towards them. Moreover, it also makes good sense that we 
should have developed a sense of commitment which makes us respon-
sive to other people’s expectations about and reliance upon our future 
actions: this is because the sense of commitment enables us to rely 
on each other to plan and carry out complex joint actions unfolding 
over various timescales. In this regard, the sense of commitment can 
be seen as an amalgam of proximate mechanisms for managing one’s 
reputation and one’s relationships, and thereby stabilizing coopera-
tion over time.

Although I have been focusing on how social commitment builds 
upon individual commitment, this is not intended to deny that social 
commitment can also structure and transform individual commit-
ment. Indeed, we did discuss some ideas along the way about how this 
may happen. For example, we considered the idea that I can make my 
individual commitments public and thereby leverage my desire for a 
good reputation to put pressure on myself to follow through on my 
commitment. In addition to this, I would speculate that our experi-
ences with social commitments provide a kind of training which scaf-
folds the development of the skills we need to form and follow through 
on individual commitments. Specifically, the need to coordinate with 
others forces us to learn to form and stick to plans, and as we see how 
useful this is for coordinating with others, we import it also into our 
individual planning, enabling us to achieve our desired outcomes more 
simply by forming plans that we can build upon. In this sense, social 
context may help to scaffold the development of practical reasoning.

In addition, social commitments also introduce normative aspects, 
which do not apply to individual agency. Most obviously, the volun-
tary creation of commitments typically also generates entitlements 
and obligations (Gilbert, 1990; 2006a; 2006b). Two points are in order 
about this. First, according to the perspective I have been presenting 
here, however, cases in which it makes sense to speak of entitlements 
and obligations are just the tip of the iceberg. Beneath the surface of 
normative discourse, there is a much broader set of cases constituted 
by the more general practice of managing and meeting expectations. 
And in many such cases, talk of obligations and entitlements is just too 
heavy-handed (Michael & Butterfill, Under Review). Rather, people’s 
actions and decisions in many such cases are better described in subtler 
terms like ‘thoughtfulness/thoughtlessness’ or ‘(in-)considerateness’. 
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Second, the normative dimension of social commitment does not just 
fall down from the sky; it grows out of and is continuous with practical 
rationality. It makes sense from the perspective of practical rationality 
to be able to promiscuously create and rely on expectations because 
this enables us to act much more efficiently together than we otherwise 
could. And once we do this, it also makes sense to avoid disappointing 
expectations as a proximate mechanism for managing one’s reputa-
tion and one’s relationships. Moreover, this introduces a normative 
perspective insofar as it can be morally wrong to disappoint others’ 
expectations, particularly insofar as they are relying on those expecta-
tions (Scanlon, 1998).

8.2 Outlook

At the outset, I began by lamenting that so little progress has been 
on understanding the psychology of commitment because the concept 
itself is so inchoate and heterogeneous. This motivated the project of 
engaging in some conceptual house-cleaning, coming up with a way 
of thinking that encompasses most cases of commitment while also 
doing justice to the diversity of phenomena picked out by the term. I 
believe that the framework resulting from that conceptual house-clean-
ing has proven fruitful so far, insofar as it has structured and con-
strained research into the factors giving rise to commitment, and on 
the mechanisms underpinning commitment. Moreover, it has opened 
up new avenues for research on the development of commitment and 
of a conceptual understanding of commitment, as well as on potential 
pathologies of commitment such as Borderline Personality Disorder. 
However, it is important to emphasize that the theoretical framework 
I have developed here is little more than a set of provisional working 
definitions and a way of relating them to each other – not intended as a 
complete theory but as a platform on which to base research which, in-
evitably, will also lead to theoretical refinement. Ultimately, it should 
be judged not on how true it is but how productive it has been.
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