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 Abstract 

People rely on others often and for many things. Friends rely on each other showing up 

on time when they meet; colleagues rely on other colleagues to do their part of the job; and, in 

general, people rely on others living up to their commitments. This phenomenon grounding our 

social life is as natural as puzzling: relying on each other enables mutually beneficial 

opportunities, but reliance also makes one vulnerable to the whims of those on which they rely. 

Why and when do people decide to rely on others? How do they manage to rely on others 

living up to their commitments, when others may have incentives to behave otherwise? In this 

thesis, I argue that people rely on others doing something when they perceive others to be 

committed to it. The perception of commitment is based on various cues, including verbal 

promises, of course, but also more subtle evidence that the fact that a partner is relying is 

recognised by the partner who commits. 

I will first present a psychological characterisation of the phenomena of committing and 

relying, suggesting that minimal cues of a commitment initiate a self-reinforcing feedback loop 

º|Jº ´º³X«zº|X« º|X °X³NX°º ­« ­Z M­º| ­«XŻ´ |­«­Ä³ «z J«T J °J³º«X³Ż´ ³XӃÉ «z ­« ´ÄN|

commitment. 

Chapter 1 and 2 empirically investigate what are these minimal cues. In Chapter 1, I 

present a set of studies which reveal two factors that lead to perceiving commitment: the effort 

put in a joint activity and a shared history of repeated and successful interaction. In Chapter 2, 

. ´|­Ç º|Jº ªÄºÄJӃ MXӃ XZ´ JM­Äº °J³º«X³Ż´ ³XӃ J«NX J³X crucially involved when perceiving 

commitment. Chapter 3 and 4 address the topics of commitment and reliance in the context of 

communicative interactions. In Chapter 3, I show that people hold communicators accountable 

for breaking implicit promises when such promises were relied upon. By contrast, when what 

was communicated was not relied upon, the audience does not hold communicators 

accountable even if promises were explicitly uttered. In Chapter 4, I present a study showing 

|­Ç °J³º«X³Ż´ ³XӃ J«NX |J´ J«  «ZӃÄX«NX ­« Ç|Xº|X³ TX« JӃ´ ­Z  ª°Ӄ XT N­«ºX«º´ J³X °ӃJÄ´ MӃX ­³

not. Chapter 5 and 6 shifts the focus to the development of a capacity to recognise 

commitments, and how children react to commitment violations. In Chapter 5 I investigate 

whether 3 -year-old children recognise appropriate motives to break a joint commitment, and 

whether they manifest appropriate reactions in such cases (when a partner had a moral rather 

than a selfish motive to break a previous commitment). In Chapter 6, I investigate whether 6 -

to-7-years-old children discriminate between different sources when holding communicators 

accountable for their misleading suggestions. 



 VI 

Finally, I present two case studies where the perception of commitment plays a key (and 

problematic) role: the case of sexual consent, and the case of digital communication. I explain 

how my findings contribute to explain these phenomena and inform policy. 
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 Introduction 

There is as much as one single individual can achieve, and it is inevitable that people need 

to rely on each other to navigate the social world and achieve greater goals, if not any. This 

phenomenon regarding human behaviour is as spontaneous as puzzling. How do people come 

to rely on others? How do people trust that others will behave in their interests? More than 

occasionally people find themselves longing for similar goals, or for goals that are 

interdependent or complementary. In such circumstances, their interests align either in terms 

of goals or in terms of means how to obtain those goals. Nonetheless, the external conditions 

can rapidly fluctuate and lead eventually to the emergence of different, conflicting interests. 

Thus, there is no guarantee thaº ­º|X³´Ż  «ºX³X´º´ º­ JN| XÆXŵ ­³ º­ ´Ä°°­³º ­«X º­ JN| XÆX º|X´X

goals will be permanent. If people did not rely on each other, it would be impossible to 

accomplish joint goals, coordinate with each other, collaborate, exchange relevant information, 

and build long-term relationships. How do people thus manage to do so? How do people rely 

on each other, despite a blatant (and potentially fatal) risk of defection or of being deceived? 

Any account that aims to address this question must, in one way or another, consider one 

obvious aspect: that people do rely on each other. Despite all the odds, people do manage to 

collaborate, coordinate, make plans, and communicate with each other. In all these 

circumstances, people believe that one will act according to plans, or that what they 

communicate to each other is reliable. People rely on each other, that is to say, people act upon 

this belief, and change their course of action on the basis of this belief. The mere fact that 

people do such things so easily suggests that people are able to recognise situations when to 

rely on each other will be beneficial, and when it will not.  

Thus, the broad question of how people trust each other translates in a more accessible 

question: when do people recognise situations in which it is beneficial to rely on each other? 

Such dilemma is faced by recipients that, in a communicative interaction, are called to 

determine whether they can rely on what was communicated by their interlocutor (Sperber et 

al., 2010); likewise, in a cooperative context, the dilemma is faced by agents that are called to 

determine whether they can rely on their partner (Heintz et al., 2016). What are the conditions 

that lead people to believe that other will do what is expected from them? What are the 

conditions that lead people to believe that others will do their part, or provide reliable 

information when they communicate? 

People believe that others will act or inform favourably because they believe that others 

are committed to act or inform favourably. To support this belief, which we will call throughout 
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perception of commitment1, people gather evidence that such commitments are in place. For 

instance, imagine two friends, Phoebe and Monica, who planned an evening at the cinema. 

Imagine that Phoebe receives that very same evening an invitation from Rachel to go to the 

pub instead. Phoebe has a conflicting incentive to fail to honour the cinema commitment, but 

Monica will nonetheless trust that Phoebe is not going to abandon the cinema plan. The fact 

that Phoebe had already purchased the tickets; or that both had mentioned how they like that 

director; or that Monica had stated that she would not go alone to the cinema . Monica will take 

these facts as evidence that Phoebe is committed to go to the cinema with her. People are 

sensitive to factors cueing commitments and reliance. 

 

Social interactions, including joint actions2, often involve uncertainty about what others 

will do. As when Rachel invites Phoebe to the pub the night she planned to go to the cinema 

with Monica, many other social interactions may present a temptation for one agent not to 

Z­ӃӃ­Ç º|³­Äz|Ÿ A|X Ä«NX³ºJ «ºÉ JM­Äº ;|­XMXŻ´ MX|JÆ ­Ä³ NJ« MX ºJªXT MÉ º|X ªX³X ZJNº º|Jº

Phoebe committed to Monica to go to the c inema: social interactions are made more 

predictable and less uncertain thanks to commitments (Michael & Pacherie, 2015; Schelling, 

1980)Ÿ $­ªª ºªX«º´ J³X J Ä´XZÄӃ º­­Ӄ º­ ³XTÄNX Ä«NX³ºJ «ºÉ JM­Äº ­º|X³´Ż ZÄºÄ³X MX|JÆ ­Ä³

because they ́ ºJM Ӄ ´X JzX«º´Ż ª­º ÆJº ­« º­ T­ G ƎXŸzŸŵ ;|­XMX Ç ӃӃ |JÆX JTT º ­«JӃ ª­º ÆJº ­«

to go to the cinema), and partner´Ż XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ º|Jº G Ç ӃӃ ­NNÄ³ ƎXŸzŸŵ 5­« NJ Ç ӃӃ XÈ°XNº º|Jº

Phoebe will go to the cinema), proving grounds for rebuking in case of a failure. We will see in 

the next sections how this works, both from a game-theoretic perspective (pp. 4-8) and from a 

psychological perspective (pp. 9-15). 

Despite some disagreement about to what extent joint action necessarily entails 

commitments (Bratman, 1992; Gilbert, 2014; Searle, 2010), in many social interactions people 

do expect at least some minimal commitments being in place (Gomez-Lavin & Rachar, 2019). If 

we are playing in an orchestra, we expect the instruments to follow whenever the director or 

the score commands; if we are jamming, we expect the instruments to follow each other on a 

consistent key; if we ask for indications, we expect to be directed to the location through the 

shortest or easiest route known by our interlocutor; if we meet along a boulevard a nd start 

 
1 Across chapters, I will refer to the perception of commitment also as commitment attribution and, 
following Michael, Sebanz, and Knoblich (2016a), sense of commitment. 
2 The notion of joint action is very laden, but I will endorse throughout the broad definition pushed 
forward by Sebanz, Bekkering and Knoblich that joint action is żJ«É Z­³ª ­Z ´­N JӃ  «ºX³JNº ­« Ç|X³XMÉ
two or more individuals coordinate their actions in space and time to bring about a change in the 
X«Æ ³­«ªX«ºŽ(Sebanz et al., 2006, p. 70). 
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walking together, we expect the walk not to be abruptly interrupted. But our expectations go 

beyond a wishful prediction of ­º|X³´Żfuture behaviours. If an instrument fails to adjust, we 

will feel entitled to reproach the playersƊand the more the other instruments are dependent 

on them, the higher the entitlement . If we misunderstand our interlocutor and start walking in 

the opposite direction, we expect to be correctedƊand the heavier the luggage, the higher the 

entitlement . If we walk together, we expect that stopping to walk together will be 

acknowledgedƊand again the more one changed their course of action because of this walk, 

the higher the entitlement  will be (Gilbert, 1990). We expect that people we interact with are 

somewhat committed to us not only when the evidence presented to us  ´ XÈ°Ӄ N º ƎXŸzŸŵ ż2XºŻ´

ªXXº  « Z³­«º ­Z º|X N «XªJ Jº ǔŸǑǒ °ªŽƏŵ MÄº XÆX«  « NJ´X´ Ç|X« º|X XÆ TX«NX  ´ ª « ªJӃŷ J«T

specifically, this evidence being us relying on them. 

My dissertation investigates how °J³º«X³Ź´ ³XӁ J«NX is decisive in modulating the perception 

of commitment: the more a partner is relying on something occurring, the more one will be 

°X³NX ÆXT º­ MX N­ªª ººXT º­ º|Jº ´­ªXº| «zŸ A|X | z|X³ J °J³º«X³Ż´ ³XӃ J«NXŵ º|X ª­³X ­«X  ´

expected to live up to it, and thus the more their partner will feel entitled to rebuke them in 

case of a commitment failure (i.e., failing to honour the commitment). 

 

Commitment is a notion widely exploited in many disciplines, from philosophy of language 

to game theory, from moral philosophy to social ontology. This (ab)use of the notion is partially 

due to its great analytical and explanatory power. Without dwelling on the normative 

considerations that are related to rational and moral commitments (Shpall, 2014; see also Löhr, 

2021), we will discuss how commitment can be described both in game theoretical terms (as a 

solution to a strategic problem), and as a socio-cognitive process. Describing commitment as a 

solution to strategic problems gives us some insights about the concurrent sequence of 

psychological events. 
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Commitment as the solution to a strategic problem 

Several theories and models had aimed to explain the evolution of cooperation, and how 

people systematically make choices that are beneficial for others (Hamilton, 1964; Axelrod, 

1984; Nowak & Sigmund, 2005; Baumard et al., 2013; Barclay, 2016). Many social situations 

can be modelled as strategic games, or strategic problems, and the analysis of the payoff 

structure of the situation gives insights about how a rational agent would behave, and 

sometimes predict how humans do behave (Maynard Smith, 1982). Some of these problems, 

such as the trust game (Berg et al., 1995) or the ultimatum game (Güth et al., 1982) can be 

described as temptation problems: both agents will benefit if a specific sequence of actions is 

pursued by both, but one of them has the temptation not to follow through . Commitment helps 

solving this problem (Akdeniz & Veelen, 2021). 

A|X źN­ªª ºªX«º ´º³JºXzÉŻ X«ºJ Ӄ´ º|Jºone agent signals to another agent that they will 

pursue a specific course of action, even in the face of temptation (Nesse, 2001; Schelling, 

1980)Ÿ $­ªª ºªX«º  « º| ´ ´X«´X  ´ J« JNº º|Jº ­«X °X³Z­³ª´ º­  «ZӃÄX«NX J«­º|X³ JzX«ºŻ´

behaviour, and specifically to lead them to trust and rely on them pursuing that course of 

action. Additionally, by performing such act, one will also gain additional motivation for 

pursuing that course of action. How do people persuade someone that they will do something 

º|Jº º|XÉ Ç­ÄӃT«Żt do otherwise? And why would they be perceived to remain motivated to do 

something that may no longer be in their interest to do? 

To distinguish credible from fake commitments requires to be able to properly interpret 

the cues that one has interests in abiding to their commitment. The interpretation of such cues 

presupposes certain cognitive skills that we will spell out in the next section (pp. 9-11). For 

now, we will outline how º|X N³XT M Ӄ ºÉ ­Z ­«XŻ´ N­ªª ºªX«º TX°X«T ­« º|X ZJNº º|Jº MÉ

committing on e modifies their payoff structure, making defection less advantageous. 

 

The most (likely) convincing cue to signal such interests is to discard alternative options, 

J«T N|J«zX ­«XŻ´ ZÄºÄ³X  «NX«º ÆX´ŵ  « ´ÄN| J ÇJÉ º|Jº JM T «z Ç ӃӃ ³XªJ «  « ­«XŻ´ MX´º

interests, or even the only possible choice3. For instance, on the way back to Ithaca, Odysseus 

Ä³zX´ º­ |XJ³ º|X ? ³X«´Ż ´­«z´ MÄº ZJN «z º|X ´NX°º N ´ª ­Z | ´ N³XÇ Ç|­ Ǝ³ z|ºӃÉ ´­Ə T­ÄMº º|Jº

he (and they) would make it to Ithaca if the songs were listened (Homer, 800 B.C.E./1919). To 

 
3 Burning bridges, i.e., cutting off any other alternative but the one that they committed t o, is allegedly 
the strongest signal one can convey (Fessler & Quintelier, 2014; Nesse, 2001); for a lab-study showing 
the long-term advantage of such strategy, see Barclay (2017). 
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prevent himself from abandoning the crew, Odysseus instructed them to tie him to the mast 

of the vessel (and to ignore his future orders): such act is one famous and strong example of 

N­ªª ºº «z MÉ Ӄ ª º «z ­«XŻ´ ­Ç« ³J«zX ­Z JNº ­«´Ÿ 

Most of the time, however, people are persuaded that commitments will be followed 

through even when incentives are not tangible, and when alternative options cannot be 

removed. Consider a friendship, for instance, in which both parties rely on the fact that the 

other will remain loyal even in face of tempºJº ­«´Ÿ (ª­º ­«´ J³X J ´º³­«zŵ N³XT MӃX NÄX ­Z ­«XŻ´

interests in abiding to such commitmentƊand in fact they might even have evolved to serve 

the function of commitment devices (Frank, 1988; Hirshleifer, 2001).4 

Formalising a commitment by making explicit promises, oaths, or vows is another way of 

cueing such interests, and thus increasing the credibility of your commitment. Via such 

formalised declarations people not only signal their emotional attachment to the commitment, 

but they also provide evidence of their  willingness to put their own reputation at riskƊif the 

commitment is not honoured. The more public the commitment is (and the more people are 

aware of the commitment), in fact, the higher the reputational stakes will be for the committed 

individual. 

Cueing a commitment by altering your material incentives, by risking your reputation, or 

by expressing it via emotional displays are similar in one important aspect: if the commitment 

is credible, the original set of payoffs for performing each action changes (i.e., the expected 

utility from honouring or failing the commitment) (see Table I). Because one committed, the 

costs of untying oneself from the mast of a vessel became too high (if not impossible to pay). 

Similarly, the social costs (e.g., the damage to the self-image and the reputation as reliable 

individual), as well as the related emotional costs paid in case of a commitment failure (e.g., the 

disappointment entailed with such failures), are strong incentives to abide to the action that 

one committed to (Fessler & Quintelier, 2014). 

 

 

 
4 One reason why emotions are perceived to be credible is because they are allegedly hard to fake: some 
studies suggest that humans are intuitively able to recognise the appropriate emotions when observing 
a face (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002), and to some extent also to effectively discriminate between genuine 
and fake emotional expressions (Ekman et al., 1990; Song et al., 2016). 
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Table I. Payoff matrix of the possible choices for the agent who committed.5 When the agent did not commit 
to A, the expected utility of not doing A depends on the expected reward obtained out of the tempting option; 
instead, when the agent committed to do A, the expected utility of doing A (i.e., honouring the commitment) is 
a function of the expected reward obtained out of the committal interaction (assuming that the partner will 
rely), whereas the expected utility of not doing A (i.e., failing the commitment) is a function of the expected 
reward obtained out and the expected costs associated with choosing the tempting option. 

 Doing A: Honour ing commitment  Not doing A: Failing commitment  

Not committing 
to do A 

ø RTemptation 

Committing to 
do A Uhonour = Rinteraction   Ufail = RTemptation Ɖ CTemptation 

 

.« 8TÉ´´XÄ´Ż NJ´Xŵ  Z |X |JT «­º °|É´ NJӃӃÉ N­ªª ººXT º­ z­ «z MJN¦ º­ .º|JNJ MÉ º TÉ «z

| ª´XӃZ º­ º|X ªJ´ºŵ | ´  «NX«º ÆX´ Ç­ÄӃT |JÆX NX³ºJ «ӃÉ ӃXT | ª º­ Z­ӃӃ­Ç º|X ? ³X«´Ż NJӃӃŸ

However, the cost of doing so would be now so high (possibly only tearing his own limbs apart) 

that his best choice set is finally honouring the commitment. Similarly, in the cinema example 

Phoebe may have strong incentives to spend the evening watching shows on Netflix. 

Nonetheless, her previous commitment to go to the cinema with Monica will balance out these 

incentives. The possibility that Monica may get offended or disappointed is high enough that 

 º T­X´«Żº Ç­³º| º|X ³ ´¦Ÿ *­³ ;|­XMXŵ º|Ä´ŵ |­«­Ä³ «z º|X N­ªª ºªX«º MXN­ªX´more 

advantageous than failing it. 

People are more likely to commit when the expected reward obtained by means of 

committing (reaching Ithaca; going together to the cinema) is better than the status quo (i.e., 

Rinteraction  > 0). Those who commit are more likely to abide to the commitment when the 

expected costs that they would incur by giving in to the temptation ar e higher than the 

expected reward that they would obtain by giving in to the temptation (i.e., C temptation  > 

RtemptationsƏŸ .« ­º|X³ Ç­³T´ŵ º|X N­´º´ ­Z ³ °° «z ­ZZ É­Ä³ ­Ç«Ż´ Ӄ ªM J³X | z|X³ º|J« º|X ³XÇJ³T

of joining the Sirens; the costs of getting Monica angry are higher than the reward of enjoying 

Netflix.  

The expected utility of the committal interaction for the one who commits is what makes 

their commitment credible. In fact, by means of credibly cueing such expected utility, the one 

who commits persuades their audience to rely on this cue. When commitments are credible, 

 
5 Uhonour: expected utility of doing A when committed; R interaction : expected reward of committal 
interaction; RTemptation: expected reward of tempting option; U fail: expected utility of not doing A when 
committed; CTemptation: expected costs of the tempting option.  
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the probability that one honour their commitment should increase the probability that their 

partner will rely on it.  

Similarly, the expected utility of the committal interaction for t he one who relies is also 

what lead people to rely on these interactions to occur. As a matter of fact, if the commitment 

is credible, also the original set of payoffs for relying or not relying changes, namely the 

expected utility from relying or not rely ing on the committal interaction to happen will change 

(see Table II). 

 

Table II. Payoff matrix of the possible choices for the agent who relied.6 When the agent did not rely on A, their 
expected utility is a function of the expected reward obtained out of the outside option (irrespective of whether 
the partner does or does not A); instead, when the agent did rely on A, the expected utility if the other agent 
does A (i.e., honours the commitment) is a function of the expected reward obtained out of the committal 
interaction, whereas their expected utility if the other agent does not do A (i.e., fails the commitment) is a 
function of the expected costs associated with the fact that the other agent chose the tempting option. 

 
Partner doing A: Honouring 

commitment  
Partner not doing A: Fail 

commitment  

Not relying on partner 
doing A 

Routside Routside 

Relying on partner 
doing A 

Uhonour = Rinteraction   Ubreak = Cfallout  

 

To resume our Netflix-cinema example: Monica, the friend who was asked to go to the 

cinema, may have had different opportunities to spend the evening, such as going to the 

theatre or having dinner with the parents. If the expected utility of her outside op tion is 

irrelevant, and if the costs she would pay in case Phoebe failed the commitment is failed are 

inconsistent, it is ´º ӃӃ JTÆJ«ºJzX­Ä´ Z­³ |X³ º­ ³XӃÉ ­« ;|­XMXŻ´ N­ªª ºªX«ºirrespective of 

whether this commitment will be honoured. But if her outside option is very valuable and the 

fallout is consistent, the probability that Phoebe will honour the promise to go to the cinema 

is decisive in shaping her decision of relying on or not relying. 

Thus, the expected utility of reliance can be formalised as: 

[p(Honour)*Uhonour Ɖ p(Fail)*Ufail] Ɖ Routside 

 
6 Uhonour: expected utility of rely on A when A is honoured; R interaction : expected reward of committal 
interaction A; Routside: expected reward of outside option; U fail: expected utility of re ly on A when A is 
failed; Cfallout: expected costs of the fallout when A is failed. 
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That is to say, the expected utility of reliance depends on the probability that the 

commitment will be honoured or not (and the expected utility that comes out of it), discounted 

with the secure utility  obtainable with the outside option.  

The abovementioned description outlines the conditions when it is advantageous to 

engage in a successful committal interaction (i.e., a situation in which one agent relies on A and 

the other agent does A). This description leaves us with an important observation: the expected 

N­´º´ ­Z ZJ Ӄ «z º|X N­ªª ºªX«º TX°X«T ­« º|X XÈ°XNºXT Äº Ӄ ºÉ ­Z °J³º«X³Ż´ ³XӃ J«NXŵ J«T º|X

XÈ°XNºXT Äº Ӄ ºÉ ­Z °J³º«X³Ż´ ³XӃ J«NX TX°X«T´ ­« º|X XÈ°XNºXT N­´º´ ­Z ZJ Ӄ «z º|X N­ªª ºªX«ºŸ

The (probabilistic) fact that the partner relies on A, therefore, must be factored in the expected 

costs that one will pay if failing to do A; hence in the probability that one will honour the 

commitment to do A. At the same time, the probabilistic fact that one w ill honour the 

N­ªª ºªX«º º­ T­  ´ ª ӃJ³ӃÉ JZZXNº´ °J³º«X³Ż´ XÈ°XNºXT Äº Ӄ ºÉ ­Z ³XӃÉ «z ­«  Ŷ |X«NX

influencing the probability that the partner will rely on A.  
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Perceiving people as cooperative utility maximisers 

Any discussion about the credibility of  ­«XŻ´ N­ªª ºªX«º J«T º|X XÈ°XNºXT Äº Ӄ ºÉ ­Z ­«XŻ´

reliance that do not involve the manipulation of material incentives must take into account how 

people attribute mental states and preferences to others. Any cue of commitment or reliance 

will work only i f people entertain a set of beliefs about others, i.e., others are perceived to be 

motivated to possess and fulfi l certain preferences. So, when agents perceive others to be 

committed to, they entertain a certain set of beliefs:  

(a) the belief that the other agent prefers to behave in a way that maximises their interests; 

(b) the belief that that the other agent has an interest to abiding to their commitment; and, 

as a consequence, 

(c) the belief that the probability that the other agent will abide to the c ommitment is 

higher than the probability that they will not abide.  

 

A|X JM Ӄ ºÉ º­ XÈ°ӃJ « ­º|X³ °X­°ӃXŻ´ MX|JÆ ­Ä³´  « ºX³ª´ ­Z º|X ³ MXӃ XZ´ŵ z­JӃ´ŵ °³XZX³X«NX´ŵ

moral dispositions, characters, have been and are still heavily debated (Bermúdez, 2005; 

Dennett, 1987; Gallese & Goldman, 1998; Leslie et al., 2004). Among the proposals, it has been 

´ÄzzX´ºXT º|Jº º|X JM Ӄ ºÉ º­  «ºX³°³Xº ­º|X³´Ż JNº ­«´ J´  «ºX«º ­«JӃ  ´ ´Ä°°­³ºXT MÉ J

°³­MJM Ӄ ´º N ´Xº ­Z  «ZX³X«NX´ŵ ³ÄӃXT MÉ J ź«J ÆX Äº Ӄ ºÉ NJӃNÄӃÄ´ŻŸ  NN­³T «z º­ º| ´ °³ «N °ӃXŵ

people are perceived to behave in a way that maximise their utility. From observable 

behaviours, it is possible to infer the non-observable causal structure that presumably 

°³­TÄNXT º|XªŸ A| ´ NJÄ´JӃ ´º³ÄNºÄ³X MX| «T ­«XŻ´ JNº ­«  «Æ­ӃÆX´ ­«XŻ´ ªX«ºJӃ ´ºJºX J«T

preferencesƊspecifically, their evaluation about the costs and rewards they expect to obtain 

and incur with the (observable) behaviour (Jara-Ettinger et al., 2016). The expected utility from 

one action or goal is what is perceived to drive people to act and pursue goals. 

The idea that people are expected to behave according to their expected utility was 

M­³³­ÇXT Z³­ª Äº Ӄ ºJ³ J«´ŵ Ç|­ Z ³´º ´ÄzzX´ºXT źÄº Ӄ ºÉŻ ƎJ´ ź|J°° «X´´Żŵ ­³ ź°ӃXJ´Ä³XŻƏ º­ MX º|X

­«X N³ ºX³ Äª º|Jº ´|­ÄӃT  «´° ³X ­«XŻ´ JNº ­«7. While utilitarianism is a normative framework 

about how people ought to behave, the naïve utility theory is a hypothesis in psychology about 

 
7 According to utilitarians, one ought to act when the overall consequences that would be generated by 
that act would lead to the greatest good for the greatest number (Bentham, 1789/2007) , although 
qualitatively different °ӃXJ´Ä³X´ ÇX z|º T ZZX³X«ºӃÉ  « M³ «z «z JM­Äº º|X ź­ÆX³JӃӃ Äº Ӄ ºÉŻ(Mill, 1863/2014; 
see also Sidgwick, 1874/2011; G. E. Moore, 1903/2004). That different pleasures, i.e., different 
°³XZX³X«NX´ ªJÉ MX N­«º³ MÄºX º­ ­«XŻ´ XÈ°XNºXT Äº Ӄ ºÉ ÇJ´ | «ºXT JӃ´­ MÉ ?ª º|(1759/2 006). 
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°X­°ӃXŻ´ ż «ºÄ º ÆX º|X­³ÉŽ ­Z |­Ç ­º|X³´ JNºŸ A| ´ JNN­Ä«º T­X´ «­º «XNX´´J³ ӃÉ X«ºJ Ӄ º|Jº ­«XŻ´

decision-making process is actually governed by such computations: it only entails that people 

cognise others as if their decision-making processes were governed by cost and benefits 

analyses. This assumption allows to infer different preferences and different motivations on 

the basis of observable actions. 

While involved in social interaction that requires relying on others, people will compute, 

in probabilistic terms, the likelihood that the partner will honour the commitment to do X (or 

rely on them to do A): they will compute this likelihood on the basis of the costs and rewards 

º|Jº º|X °J³º«X³  ´ °X³NX ÆXT º­ XÈ°XNº MÉ T­ «z ­³ «­º T­ «z GŸ A|X JM Ӄ ºÉ º­  «ZX³ ­º|X³Ż´

preferences on the basis of their behaviour is what enables the belief that the other agent will 

maximise their utility.  

 

We saw how the belief (a) is formed upo« º|X JM Ӄ ºÉ º­  «ºX³°³Xº ­º|X³´Ż JNº ­«´ J´ «­º

­«ӃÉ  «ºX«º ­«JӃŵ MÄº JӃ´­ J´ T³ ÆX« MÉ J ź«J ÆX Äº Ӄ ºÉ NJӃNÄӃÄ´Ż ƎJara-Ettinger et al., 2016). 

However, such belief is not enough for a percepton of commitment: abiding to the commitment 

must be among othX³´Ż °³XZX³X«NX´Ÿ A|Ä´ŵ º|X MXӃ XZ ƎMƏ ºJ¦X´ Z­³ª Ä°­« º|X ´Ä°°­³º «z

evidence, such as tying oneself on the mast, or purchasing cinema tickets in advance. When 

the evidence is not tangible, however, this belief takes form upon a presumption of 

cooperativeness, grounded on a general aversion to disappointing others (Battigalli & 

Dufwenberg, 2007; Heintz et al., 2015). 

A vast amount of literature showed without controversy that people manifest prosocial 

preferences, even when they are costly, and apparently purposeless (Camerer, 2003; Charness 

& Rabin, 2010; Fehr & Gächter, 2000; Guala, 2012). Among these social preferences, a 

rudimental one is the preference for  not disappointing others. This preference comes along 

with the assumption that n ot behaving up to what is expected from us is (socially and 

emotionally) costly. Experimental evidence shows that participants are willing to pay a cost to 

avoid disappointing others. For instance, they would pay so that partner is not aware of their 

role in bringing about an outcome that is good for the participant but less optimal for the 

partner (Dana et al., 2006, 2007; see also Ockenfels & Werner, 2012). When predicting or 

MX «z XÈ°­´XT º­ J °J³º«X³Ż´ XÈ°XNºJº ­« JM­Äº J NX³ºJ « ­ÄºN­ªXŵ °J³º N °J«º´ ÇX³X  «NӃ «XT

to choose up to such expectations, even when this entailed a cost for them (Dufwenberg & 

Gneezy, 2000; Heintz et al., 2015)Ÿ #X «z JÆX³´X º­ T ´J°°­«º «z ­º|X³´Ż XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ Ç­ÄӃT

depend, however, on the kind of expectations that are put on the plate: unreasonable or 
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unjustified expectations, as well as expectations that are not relied on, do not have the same 

binding power. 

#XNJÄ´X °X­°ӃX J³X °X³NX ÆXT º­ |JÆX J °³XZX³X«NX º­ ZÄӃZ ӃӃ ­º|X³´Ż XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ŵ

commitments will be perceived as credible. By cueing, even only minimally, a preference for 

doing X, one is providing evidence that they are willing to pay social, emotional, and 

reputational cost in case X is not followed through; and since people are perceived to be averse 

to pay such costs,  one can presume and trust that commitments will be honoured. 

Thus, the fact that people are perceived to be utility maximisers (a) and averse to 

T ´J°°­ «º «z ­º|X³´Ż XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ ƎMƏ NJÄ´X´ º|X MXӃ XZ º|Jº ­«XŻ´ N­ªª ºªX«º Ç ӃӃ MX

honoured, or at least that it is more likely to be honoured than not (c). 
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The commitment-reliance loop 

Describing commitment and reliance as strategic problems left us with the observation 

that the expected utilities of honouring and relying on a commitment are interdependent. We 

described also that this interdependency presupposes the recruitment of two psychological 

attitudes, such as perceiving people as utility maximisers and averse to disappointing others. 

We will describe now, critically for our purposes, how the commitment -reliance 

interdependency is rooted in psychological events. 

The psychological events at stake are beliefs about the likelihood that a partner is willing 

to honour or to rely on a commitment X. These probabilistic beliefs, or subjective probabilities, 

J³X ª­º ÆJºXT ­« º|X MJ´ ´ ­« J«É XÆ TX«NX Z­³ Gŵ |­ÇXÆX³ ª « ªJӃŸ ;J³º«X³Ż´ ´ÄM¤XNº ÆX

probability that one is willing to honour their commitment X has consequences on their own 

willingness to rely on X (and as such on the probability that they will choose to rely); this has a 

further   ª°JNº ­« ­«XŻ´ ´ÄM¤XNº ÆX °³­MJM Ӄ ºÉ º|Jº º|X °J³º«X³ Ç ӃӃ ³ely on X, which in turn has 

consequences on their own willingness to honour their commitment X (and as such on the 

probability that they will choose to honour X); and againŵ º| ´ |J´ J«  ª°JNº ­« º|X °J³º«X³Ż´

subjective probability that the one is willing  to honour their commitment X, and so on (see 

Figure I). 
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Figure IŸ  Æ ´ÄJӃ ³X°³X´X«ºJº ­« ­Z º|X ZXXTMJN¦ Ӄ­­°  «Æ­ӃÆXT MXºÇXX« °J³º«X³Ż´ ³XӃ J«NXŵ  º´  «N³XJ´ «z
effect on the costs for the one who commits in case of a commitment failure (and thus its increasing 
effect on the willingness to honouring the commitment, the subjective probability of the commitment 
being in fact honour, and the willingness of the partner to rely. 

 

As Figure I illustrates, the commitment -reliance feedback loop unfolds in the following 

way: 

¶ ;X³NX ÆXT °J³º«X³Ż´ ³XӃ J«NXŵ  ŸXŸŵ °X³NX°º ­« ­Z º|X N­ªª ºªX«º MX «z ³XӃ XT ­«ŵ

 «N³XJ´X´ ­«XŻ´ N­´º´ ­Z É XӃT «z º­ ºXª°ºJº ­«ŵ  ŸXŸŵ N­´º´ ­Z º|X N­ªª ºªX«º ZJ ӃÄ³X Ǝ³XT

arrow); 

¶ The costs of the commitment failure increase ­«XŻ´ Ç ӃӃingness to honour the 

commitment (increasing the probability that the commitment will be honoured) (blue 

arrow); 
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¶ The perceived willingness to honour the commitment increases °J³º«X³Ż´ ´ÄM¤XNº ÆX

probability that the commitment will be honoured (yellow arro w); 

¶ ;J³º«X³Ż´ ´ÄM¤XNº ÆX °³­MJM Ӄ ºÉ º|Jº º|X N­ªª ºªX«º Ç ӃӃ MX |­«­Ä³XT  «N³XJ´X´ º|X ³

willingness to rely on the commitment (increasing the probability that the partner will 

rely on it) (grey arrow); 

¶ The perceived willingness to rely on the commitment increases ­«XŻ´ ´ÄM¤XNº ÆX

probability that the commitment will be relied on (green arrow).  

This dynamic can be illustrated by our previous Netflix-cinema example. If Phoebe thinks 

that  Monica is relying on going to the cinema together, Phoebe will feel more motivated to  

resist the Netflix temptation and to go to the cinema. This motivation will be even higher if  

Phoebe thinks that Monica forewent  the exciting plan to go out for drink with Rachel because 

she believed that she and Phoebe would go to the cinema together . But if Phoebe thinks that 

Monica does not really rely on her to go to the cinema, her motivation for staying in and 

watching Netflix will  certainly increase. Similarly, if Monica thinks that Phoebe may decide last-

minute to go out with Rachel instead, then Monica will be more motivated to keep her options 

open for that evening and not rely on the cinema plan happening. Thus, 5­« NJŻ´ ´ÄM¤XNº ÆX

probability that Phoebe will go to the cinema will reinforce ;|­XMXŻ´ ´ÄM¤XNº ÆX °³­MJbility that 

5­« NJ Ç ӃӃ ³XӃÉ ­« |X³ z­ «z º­ º|X N «XªJŸ #Äºŵ ­« º|X ­º|X³ |J«Tŵ ;|­XMXŻ´ ´ÄM¤XNº ÆX

°³­MJM Ӄ ºÉ º|Jº 5­« NJ Ç ӃӃ ³XӃÉ ­« |X³ z­ «z º­ º|X N «XªJ Ç ӃӃ ³X «Z­³NX 5­« NJŻ´ ´ÄM¤XNº ÆX

probability that Phoebe will go to the cinema (see Figure I). 

The costs that Phoebe would pay if she gave in to the temptation (i.e., Monica getting 

T ´J°°­ «ºXT ­³ J«z³ÉƏ ªÄ´º MX Ä°TJºXT  « Æ XÇ ­Z 5­« NJŻ´ ³XӃ J«NXŵ J«T º|X´X N­´º´ J³X JӃ´­

º|X XÆ TX«NX °³­Æ TXT º­ 5­« NJ JM­Äº |­Ç N³XT MӃX ;|­XMXŻ´ N­ªª ºªX«º  s. Similarly, 

5­« NJŻ´ J«T ;|­XMXŻ´ ³XӃJº ÆX MXӃ XZ´ ´|­ÄӃT JӃ´­ MX N­«´ºJ«ºӃÉ Ä°TJºXTŸ ?­ŵ º|X N­ªª ºªX«º-

reliance relation that Phoebe and Monica are involved in will reinforce itself without any need 

for Phoebe and for Monica to restate their intentions  to go to the cinema (although their beliefs 

may get even more reinforced with such restatements). 

 

The main consequence of the commitment-reliance feedback loop is the fact that, once 

the loop is initiated, the probabilities of relying on and honouring the commitment (and 

consequently, the expectation that the other will rely, and the expectation that t he other will 

commit) will tend to reinforce each otherƊprovided that one of the two agents takes action to 

break the loop and dissolve the commitment. As claimed by Yamagishi and Yamagishi (1998), 
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as well as by Michael and Pacherie (2015), commitment solves this special kind of temptation 

problem, and serves its function as uncertainty reduction tool.  The reduction of uncertainty 

brought about by this feedback-loop is what makes commitments so useful in social interaction. 

But there is another consequence of this commitment-reliance feedback loop: given that 

each step of the process will reinforce each other, a committal relation can be cued by very 

minimal factors and, if no action is taken, still have large consequences in terms of the expected 

obligations that come out of it. Coordinating to go the cinema may be difficult without the use 

of verbal agreements, but many other daily life examples suggest that committal interactions 

are initiated via minimal cues. Even involuntarily: when we open a door without noticing that 

the person behind us is carrying loads of groceries bags, this action already raises expectations 

and is perceived to entail obligations, as keeping the door open for them. And even after being 

XÈ°Ӄ N ºӃÉ T ´´­ӃÆXTŵ ´ÄN| J´ Ç|X« Ӄ­ÆX³´ Jz³XX ­« ź¦XX° º| «z´ Ӄ­­´XŻŵ ´ÄN|  «ºX³JNº ­«´

continue to raise expectations and are still perceived to entail (to some degree) similar 

obligationsƊwhen honouring and relying on such commitment are still, implicitly, cued. 
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(Implicit) factors cueing commitment and reliance 

The problem of credibility spelled out in the previous section gives credit to the intuition 

º|Jº °ÄMӃ N J«T XÈ°Ӄ N º N­ªª ºªX«º´ J³X ª­³X źN­ªª ººJӃŻ º|J« «­«-public and non-explicit 

ones. The prototypes of such commitments are commissive speech actsƊpublic ones such as 

oaths, and private ones such as promises. The public and explicit expression of commitment 

surely counts as a reasonable justification for their audience to rely on the commitment to 

occur because they increase the costs of defection. The more ritualised, public and explicit such 

expressions are, the stronger this evidence will  ¤Ä´º ZÉ º|X ³ °J³º«X³Ż´ ³XӃ J«NX ­« º|XªŸ

Typically, in fact, a job contract, an oath, a wedding, or another public and ritualised statement 

of agreements and intentions are perceived as very binding, and more binding than similar 

expressions of agreements and intentions that are not secured in this way. 

To confirm this observation, previous research showed that commissive speech acts are 

°³XT Nº ÆX ­Z N­­°X³Jº ÆX MX|JÆ ­Ä³´  « M­º| º³Ä´º zJªX´ŵ J«T °³ ´­«X³Ż´ T ӃXªªJ´ zJªX´(Belot 

et al., 2010; Charness & Dufwenberg, 2006; Vanberg, 2008). Making expectations explicit, 

although without them requiring to be confirmed by a commissive speech act, was also found 

º­  «N³XJ´X °J³º«X³Ż´ zX«X³­´ ºÉ  « J ª­T Z XT ÆX³´ ­« ­Z J T NºJº­³ zJªX Ǝ « Ç| N| ³XN ° X«º´

NJ« N­ªªÄ« NJºX º|X ³ XÈ°XNºJº ­« °³ ­³ º­ º|X T NºJº­³Ż´ TXN ´ ­«Ə(Heintz et al., 2015), and in 

a lost wallet game, in which participants were asked to guess the expectations of the first 

mover (Dufwenberg & Gneezy, 2000). However, such beliefs had a motivating power only 

when the expectations themselves were deemed reasonable. 

Beyond the occurrence of ritualised and public acts, however, people are involved in 

communicative and social interactions, and they expect and rebuke others when these 

XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ J³X Z³Ä´º³JºXTŸ  Ӄº|­Äz| ³ ºÄJӃ ´XTŵ °ÄMӃ Nŵ J«T XÈ°Ӄ N º JNº´ NÄX ­«XŻ´ N­ªª ºªX«º

J«T °J³º«X³Ż´ ³XӃ J«NX  « J ´º³J z|ºZ­³ÇJ³T ZJ´| ­«ŵ J«T º|Ä´  ª°JNºboth commitment 

motivation and perception of commitment, a multitude of non -verbal factors were found to 

influence these phenomena (as predicted also by Michael et al., 2016a). These factors can be 

intended or non-intended actions or sets of actions, but also mutually known payoff structures. 

We claim that these factors influence motivation and perception of commitment  by cueing the 

commitment -reliance feedback loop. 

The commitment-reliance loop crosses the boundaries between implicit/explicit, 

verbal/non -verbal, and intentional/non -intentional. Although typically an explicit speech act 

cues commitment and justifies more reliance than an implicit one, the loop can be reasonably 

initiated also by implicated messages, communicative non-verbal actions, and even by non-

intended, non-communicative actions, or contextual factors that cue a certain payoff 
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structureƊe.g., how much effort is puº  « J ¤­ «º JNº Æ ºÉ ªJÉ NÄX ­«XŻ´ ª­º ÆJº ­« º­ X«zJzX  «

the activity, their expectations about the obtainable reward, and their reliance on others doing 

their part. 

Effort turned out to be an important factor shaping commitment motivation. A pioneering  

°J³JT zª  «ÆX´º zJº «z º| ´ ³XӃJº ­« ´|­ÇXT º|Jº º|X °X³NX°º ­« ­Z °J³º«X³Ż´ XZZ­³º  «N³XJ´X´

persistence in a boring joint task (Székely & Michael, 2018). The study showed that even 

ª « ªJӃ NÄX ­Z °J³º«X³Ż´ XZZ­³º ´ÄN| J´the length of the CAPTCHA code solved prior to the 

joint task had J °­´ º ÆX  «ZӃÄX«NX ­« ­«XŻ´ °X³´ ´ºX«NX  « º|X ºJ´¦  º´XӃZ ƎJ «XÆX³-ending, 

increasingly boring, two-person snake game). Critically, this effect was not elicited when 

participants were tol d that they were paired with a computerƊalthough the same pattern was 

found when the partner was reported to be a humanoid robot (Székely et al., 2019), suggesting 

that perceiving a humanoid robot putting effort into a joint action may cue similar expectations 

J´ |ÄªJ« JzX«º´ Ç­ÄӃTŸ A|X °X³NX°º ­« ­Z °J³º«X³Ż´ XZZ­³º ÇJ´ Z­Ä«T º­ M­­´º «­º ­«ӃÉ

persistence per se, but also engagement in the task: Chennells and Michael (2018) found that 

M­º| ­«XŻ´ °X³Z­³ªJ«NXŵ M­º|  « ºX³ª´ ­Z º ªX J«T XZZ­³º  «ÆX´ºªX«ºŵwas enhanced when also 

the partner was perceived to put more effort in it. This study in particul ar highlights how the 

commitment -³XӃ J«NX ZXXTMJN¦ Ӄ­­° Ç­³¦´ŷ  « ZJNºŵ É­Ä³ °J³º«X³Ż´ XZZ­³º °Äº  «º­ º|X ºJ´¦ NÄX´

M­º| º|X ³ N­ªª ºªX«º º­ N­ª°ӃXº «z º|X ºJ´¦ J«T º|X ³ ³XӃ J«NX ­« ­«XŻ´ N­«º³ MÄº ­«Ŷ º|X´X

ª­º ÆJºX ­«XŻ´ ­Ç« XZZ­³º N­«º³ MÄº ­«ŵ Ç| N| « ºÄ³« ¤Ä´º Z X´ °J³º«X³Ż´ ³XӃ J«NX ­« º|X ºJ´¦

being effortfully dealt with, and so on.  

Effort is costly, as well as time and coordination. Coordination has been extensively proven 

to support trust and prosocial behaviour (see for example Atherton et al., 2019; Cross et al., 

2016; Kokal et al., 2011; Launay et al., 2013; Wiltermuth & Heath, 2009). One reason why 

coordination would cue a commitment -reliance relationship is because, in order to enable a 

coordinated behaviour, agents must implement mutually contingent action plans, which require 

º|Xª º­ |JÆX Z­³ªXT J«T ³XӃÉ ­« XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ JM­Äº º|X ­º|X³ JzX«ºŻ´ MX|JÆ ­Ä³ŷ J´ 0­|«

5 N|JXӃ «­ºX´ŵ żº|X | z|X³ º|X TXz³XX ­Z N­­³T «Jº ­«ŵ º|X ª­³X ´°Jº ­ºXª°­³JӃӃÉ XÈJNº ªÄ´º

º|­´X XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ MXŽŵ J«T ZÄӃZ ӃӃXT(Michael, 2022, pp. 48Ɖ49). Participants were found to 

expect agents to resist to outside options more often when they had coordinated with a 

partner (Michael et al., 2016b); and to cooperate more, as well as to expect others to cooperate 

more, when they had act together synchronously (Wiltermuth & Heath, 2009) . However, most 

interpretations of these findings had focused on affiliative feelings that synchrony and 

coordination would elicit, without taking into account the signalling power that coordinated 

actions carry. The claim that coordination sustains commitment motivation in view of its 
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signalling power, and not because of affiliative feelings or overlaps between self/other 

representations, is corroborated by a study from McEllin, Felber and Michael (2022), which 

shows that commitment to a partner is boosted by prior coordination only when coordination 

occurs under conditions of mutual knowledge, and not out of a random sequence of events. In 

fact, participants invested in the task more effort, and persisted longer in the tasks, when their 

partner coordinated with them, but only when their action were known by the partner : as such, 

coordination was a mutually known, intentional outcome . When, however, coordination was 

achieved without  mutual knowledge ­Z XJN| ­º|X³Ż´ JNº ­«´(making coordination  the result of 

lucky choices), coordination lost its influence on commitment motivation.  

Although coordination can be conceptualised as a kind of effort, although possibly a less 

obvious type, it may have a lesser impact on commitment motivation and perception of 

commitment , or at it may require some additional element (such as intentionality) to be 

interpreted as a commitment-reliance cue. Recent findings showed that, while commitment 

motivation was elicited when effort cues were provided by a humanoid robot (Székely et al., 

2019), coordination cues did not work as well, as the effect of coordination on the motivation 

to resist outside optio ns was present with human partners but not with humanoid robot 

partners (Vignolo et al., 2019). 

However effortless they may be, repeated actions can also serve as basis for forming 

XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ JM­Äº ­º|X³´Ż MX|JÆ ­Ä³´  « º|X ZÄºÄ³XŸ .« ZJNºŵ °J³º N °J«º´ ÇX³X Z­Ä«T º­

cooperate more when sharing a history of successful interaction in stag hunt games (Rusch & 

Lütge, 2016) or in coordination games (Guala & Mittone, 2010). Further, participants were 

found to resist tempting outside options more often when they shared history of succe ssful 

repeated interaction with their current partner than we they did not (Chennells et al., 2022), 

and even when alternative and more advantageous options were available and costless (Back, 

2010). 

A study from Schrift and Parker (2014) showed that even not doing anything8 can be 

interpreted as a cue of commitment-reliance: choosing from a set that includes a no-choice (do 

nothing) option informs individua ls that they both prefer the chosen path to other paths and 

that they consider this path alone to be worth pursuing, an inference that cannot be made in 

the absence of a no-choice option. Thus, the mutual knowledge of the possibility of not 

 
8 In a similar (and dangerous) way, silence can be interpreted as an ostensive confirmation of an 
agreement, particularly if the audience expects to be challenged in case of disagreement. In Part IV I will  
discuss some problematic consequences of implicit cues of commitment-reliance. 
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choosing (when º|X JӃºX³«Jº ÆX  ´ °­´´ MӃXƏ ´º³X«zº|X«´  «T Æ TÄJӃ´Ż N­ªª ºªX«º º­ŵ J«T

increases their persistence on, their chosen path. 

A final cue that is worth mentioning is epistemic authority. Information is constantly 

transmitted among agents, and even when this  «Z­³ªJº ­«  ´ «­º JM­Äº ­«XŻ´  «ºX³X´º´  « T­ «z

A or in relying on others doing A, still agents can put their reputation at stake in a similar fashion 

in order to persuade others about the sincerity of what is communicated. One of the strategies 

that communicators can exploit is claiming epistemic authority over the information. Appealing 

º­ ­«XŻ´ XÈ°X³º ´Xor referring to an undoubtable source (Sperber et al., 2010) are certainly 

strong cues that one is betting on the conveyed information being reliable, but most likely the 

strongest cue one can provide is having being present when a fact happenedƊwhich is, in most 

legislations, considered as direct evidence in criminal processes9. 

By providing testimony that one was present and could perceive (see) the fact A, a witness 

is not only providing evidence that will be deemed as credible in support of the claim that A is 

true and relevant, but they are also betting (socially and materially) that A is, in fact, true and 

relevant. In juridical matters, the costs that the witness is willing to pay are not only 

reputational, but also material (perjury is a crime in most legislations). In less institutionalised 

contexts, such punishments are not envisioned; nonetheless, we take epistemic authority to be 

both a strong evidence to believe what was communicated, and an evidence to hold other 

accountable if what was communicated turns out to be not the case (Mahr & Csibra, 2018; see 

also Mercier, 2017). 

Effort, coordination, epistemic authority, time (history) , and even refraining from doing 

something may, at the end of the day, boil down to one single factor: cost. The costs that one 

agent is perceived to be paying (i.e., investing in an interaction) will be taken as evidence for 

the commitment -reliance loop. 

  

 
9 Note about how instead eye-witnesses are unreliable (Loftus, 1981), but the commitment -reliance loop 
is so strongly cued that despite all the explicit knowledge about this phenomena, we still consider such 
testimonies as credible. 
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Summary of the experimental work/outlook 

As outlined in the previous sections, my dissertation investigates how °J³º«X³Ź´ ³XӁ J«NXŴ 

Ç| N|  ´ º|X XÈºX«º º­ Ç| N| J ´­N JӃ °J³º«X³Ż´  ´ N|J«z «z º|X ³ N­Ä³´X ­Z JNº ­« ­« º|X MJ´ ´

that the information is tr ue, or the expected action is performed, is decisive in modulating the 

perception of commitment . The more a partner is relying on someone doing or communicating 

something, the more that someone will be expected to be committed to something and the 

more their partner will be entitled to rebuke them in case of a commitment failure.  

In the next chapters I will present experimental evidence in favour of this general 

hypothesis. I operationalised the perception of commitment in different ways. Across the 

experiments we operationalised the perception of commitment with accountability judgements 

(Studies 1 to 4), negative emotional reactions (Studies 1 and 2), the tendency to believe a 

message (Study 6), protests (Study 5), and partner choices (Studies 1 to 4, Study 6). 

In the first part of the dissertation, I will present two sets vignette studies investigating 

º|X ³­ӃX ­Z ­«XŻ´ ³XӃ J«NX ­«the perception of commitment in cooperative joint activities. In 

Chapter 1 I will present four experiments which show that min ªJӃ NÄX´ ­Z ­«XŻ´ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´

modulate the perception of  commitment, as participants hold agent B accountable the more 

agent A invested costs in a joint activity and the longer they share a history of repeated 

interaction. In Chapter 2 I will present fur ther four experiments which show that participants 

hold one agent B accountable and judge them untrustworthy when B had led (even 

involuntarily and without any verbal action) another agent A to rely on something that B would 

then fail to do.  

In the second part of the dissertation, I will present two sets of vignette studies 

investigating how reliance modulates the effectiveness of strategic uses of language. In 

Chapter 3 I will present three experiments which show that participants would perceive agent 

B accountable for a promise violation no matter whether this was explicitly uttered or only 

implied (and critically, this would not occur when an explicit but non -relied on promise is 

uttered). In Chapter 4 I will present a study showing that strongly implicated promises (e.g., 

relied on) are also perceived as less plausibly deniable than weakly implicated promises (e.g., 

less relied on). 

In the third part of the dissertation, I will present two studies that investigate how children 

react to commitment violatio ns in different settings: a cooperative and a communicative 

setting. In Chapter 5 I will present a study investigating whether 3-year-olds protest less when 

a puppet defect a joint commitment (i.e., abandon a joint activity) if the puppet faces a 
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conflicti ng moral dilemma such as helping another agent in distress). In Chapter 6 I will present 

an on-line study that investigates the effect of different source claims on how much 6 -to-7 

years-old children believe a given assertion and how accountable they hold the speaker for the 

truth of that assertion.  

In the last part of the dissertation, I will discuss how the results of the studies presented 

in the previous chapters have implications in applied debates; specifically, I will discuss how 

the current debate about consent and digital misinformation need to be empirically informed 

in order to provide effective safeguard for vulnerable groups. 
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 Part I. ;J³º«X³Ź´ ³XӁ J«NX JZZXNº´the perception of commitment in joint 

activities 

In the introduction (pp. 1 -21) we outlined how people rely on each other when they 

perceive other to be committed to do something that is beneficial. People perceive others to 

be committed when they are provided evidence ­Z ­«XŻ´  «NX«º ÆX´ º­ |­«­Ä³their 

commitment. Such evidence can be communicative (verbal or non-verbal) actions, but also non-

intended, non-communicative actions, or contextual factors that cue a certain payoff structure . 

As we suggested, when people perceive others to be committed, they do not merely expect 

them to honour their commitment. People would have affective reactions, namely they would 

experience negative emotions associated with a commitment failure. They would also have 

normative reactions, such as moral disapproval, or a sense of entitlement to rebuke  or expect 

an apology from the agent who failed their commitment.  

These normative reactions evoke philosophical analyses about whether certain acts 

ground normative obligations. Theorists in moral philosophy and social ontology discuss 

commitment in promises and joint actions from this perspective. The obligations that come out 

from committing  can be expectations-based (as we would tend to agree; see also Scanlon, 

1998; MacCormick & Raz, 1972), convention-based (Hume, 1739Ɖ1740/2000) ŵ ­³ ź¤­ «º

JNº ­«Ż-based (Bratman, 1992; Darwall, 2006; Gilbert, 2014; see also Michael et al., 2016a). 

There is some disagreement about whether joint action necessarily entails joint commitments, 

and about whether joint intentions are not reducible to individual ones  (see Bratman, 1992), 

but according to some influential  theories the commitments that arise from joint actions are 

normatively binding because they are not reducible to the XJN| °J³ºÉŻ´individual commitment s, 

hinting to  the irreducibility of joint intentions to individual ones (Gilbert, 2009). Joint action has 

been thus seen as the bedrock of the primitive notion of social commitments. 

Conventionalist theories of promises, instead, ground the obligations on the fact that there 

is such a conventional practice in a defined group J´ źyou ¦XX° É­Ä³ °³­ª ´XŻ: this convention 

z³­Ä«T´ º|X XªX³zX«NX ­Z J «­³ª Z­³ Ç| N| źÉ­Ä ­Äz|º º­ ¦XX° É­Ä³ °³­ª ´XŻ that enables 

group coordination and mutual trust  (Hume, 1739Ɖ1740/2000; Rawls, 1971) . Expectation-

based theorists hold that a promise is not an act that is conventionally interpreted as a promise, 

but any ostensive act that reasonably leads a partner to rely on something, and obligations arise 

upon this reliance (MacCormick & Raz, 1972; Scanlon, 1998). More consistently with Scanlon 

(1998), we claimed that reliance is not only decisive for the formation of  a promise, but more 

generally it is at the core of the perception of commitment. In the following two chapters I will 
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°³X´X«º ºÇ­ ´Xº´ ­Z ´ºÄT X´  «ÆX´º zJº «z º|X ³­ӃX ­Z ­«XŻ´ ³XӃ J«NX ­«the perception of 

commitment in joint activities.  

We present empirical results from two sets of studies showing what it takes for people to 

perceive that a commitment is in place. In Chapter 1 I present four experiments which show 

º|Jº ª « ªJӃ NÄX´ ­Z ­«XŻ´ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ ª­TÄӃJºX N­ªª ºªX«º Jºº³ MÄº ­«ŵ J´ participants hold 

agent B accountable the more agent A invested costs in a joint activity and the longer they 

share a history of repeated interaction. In Chapter 2 I present four experiments which show 

that participants hold one agent B accountable and judge them untrustworthy when B had led 

(even involuntarily and without any verbal action) another agent A to rely on something that B 

would then fail to do.  
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 Non-ÆX³MJӁ NÄX´ ­Z °J³º«X³Ź´ ³XӁ J«NX enhance the perception of 

commitment 

The phenomenon of commitment is a cornerstone of human social life. Commitments 

ªJ¦X  «T Æ TÄJӃ´Ż MX|JÆ ­³ °³XT NºJMӃX  « º|X ZJNX ­Z ZӃÄNºÄJº ­«´  « º|X ³ TX´ ³X´ J«T interests, 

thereby facilitating the planning and coordination of joint actions involving  multiple agents (H. 

H. Clark, 2006; Michael & Pacherie, 2015). Moreover, by stabilizing expectations about 

 «T Æ TÄJӃ´Ż ZÄºÄ³X MX|JÆ ­³ŵ N­ªª ºªX«º´ NJ« JӃ´­ |XӃ° º­ ´Ä°°­³º cooperation. As such, the 

origin and stability of everyday social exchanges and institutions such as marriage, scientific 

collaboration, and employment depend upon the credibility of commitments. Speech acts such 

as promises and vows, as well as complex social institutions such as contracts, allow the 

creation of explicit  commitments Ɖ i.e., commitments whose terms are clearly understood and 

accepted by all parties. But even when commitments are not made explicit, they can 

nevertheless support the same important social functions. Indeed, philosophers such as 

Margaret Gilbert and Michael Bratman have recently emphasized the role of implicit 

commitments in joint actions, based on the idea that joint actions are characterized by the 

existence of a shared goal Ɖ the achievement of which is what all parties implicitly commit to 10 

(Bratman 1993; Gilbert 1990). Despite the importance of implicit commitment for distinctively 

human forms of sociality, it remains unclear how people identify, prioritize and assess their own 

J«T ­º|X³´Ż N­ªª ºªX«º´Ÿ 

Imagine, for example, that two colleagues, Polly and Pam, are in the habit of meeting and 

chatting together on the balcony of their office building every afternoon during the coffee 

break (adapted from Gilbert, 2006). Even if they have never agreed explicitly to engage in this 

routine, they may over time come to feel much the same as they would if an explicit 

commitment were in place. As a result, if Pam finds herself confronted with some other 

important obligation or enticing alternative on one occasion, she may hesitate before breaking 

the routine she shares with Polly. What factors will influence her judgment as to whether it is 

acceptable to b³XJ¦ Ç º| º|X ³­Äº «Xų  «T Ç|Jº ZJNº­³´ Ç ӃӃ ´|J°X ;JªŻ´ ³X´°­«´X  Z ;­ӃӃÉ T­X´

fail to show up? Following Michael et al. (2016a)ŵ ÇX |É°­º|X´ ÊX º|Jº °X­°ӃXŻ´ ¤ÄTzªX«º´ J«T

attitudes about such situations are governed by a sense of commitment, which is modulated 

by various cues that another agent expects one to perform a particular action, such as the 

 
10 With substantial differences: while according to Bratman commitment is not a necessary aspect of 
shared intentionality, but a characteristic consequence of it, Gilbert holds commitment to be a core 
aspect of shared intentionality: by sharing a goal, subjects are implicitly agreeing to be part of a plural 
subject of the shared goal. 
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history of  repeated interaction, and cues that another agent may have invested effort or other 

costs on the basis of that expectation.. 

This hypothesis builds upon prior research on the role of expectations and reliance in 

demanding and motivating prosocial behaviour such as maintaining promises or abiding by tacit 

rules. MacCormick and Raz (1972) and Scanlon (1998) hold that promises have normative force 

in situations when the promiser leads the promisee to form certain expectations and to rely 

JM­Äº º|X ³ Ǝº|X °³­ª ´X³Ż´Ə ZÄºÄ³X MX|JÆ ­Ä³Ÿ .« J«­º|X³ | z|ӃÉ  «ZӃÄXntial contribution made in 

the context of an analysis of how social practices are established and become self-reinforcing, 

2XÇ ´  «º³­TÄNX´ º|X  TXJ ­Z J ź°³X´Äª°º ÆX ³XJ´­«Żŵ JNN­³T «z º­ Ç| N| ­«X ­Äz|º º­ ZÄӃZ Ӄ

­º|X³´Ż °³XZX³X«NX´ Ç|X«  º  ´ º|X NJ´X ºhat one is reasonably expected to do so (1969, pp. 97Ɖ

98; cf. Bicchieri, 2006). Building upon this idea, Sugden (2000) claims that one is normatively 

expected to perform  a certain course of action X when such a presumptive reason is present, 

J«T º|Jº ­«X  ´ ºÉ° NJӃӃÉ ª­º ÆJºXT º­ °X³Z­³ª G MÉ ªXJ«´ ­Z J« JÆX³´ ­« º­ Z³Ä´º³Jº «z ­º|X³´Ż

reasonable expectations. Sugden also suggests that this aversion mirrors the emergence of a 

ZXXӃ «z ­Z ³X´X«ºªX«º º­ÇJ³T´ º|­´X Ç|­ |JÆX Z³Ä´º³JºXT ­«XŻ´ ­Ç« XÈ°XNºJº ­«´Ÿ 

More recently, some empirical research has begun to test these ideas, specifically to probe 

the cognitive and motivational mechanisms leading people to feel committed and to act 

accordingly, and to expect the same of others as well. For example, studies using game-

º|X­³Xº NJӃ °J³JT zª´ |JÆX ´|­Ç« º|Jº °X­°ӃXŻ´ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ |JÆX J °­´ º ÆX  ª°JNº ­« º|X

behaviour of their partners. For instance, Heintz and colleagues (2015) found that participants 

playing the role of dictator in a dictator game made more prosocial choices when they explicitly 

received information about the rXN ° X«º´Ż XÈ°XNºJº ­«´Ɗprovided the expectations were 

reasonable (Cf. also Dana et al., 2006; Ockenfels & Werner, 2012). 

However, when there is no explicit information aM­Äº ­º|X³´Ż XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ŵ |­Ç NJ«

people become aware of them? Addressing this question, Michael et al. (2016a) argue that a 

°J³º«X³Ż´  «ÆX´ºªX«º ­Z XZZ­³º ­³ ­º|X³ N­´º´  « J ¤­ «º JNº Æ ºÉ ªJÉ °³­vide an implicit cue to 

º|Jº °J³º«X³Ż´ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ JM­Äº ­«XŻ´ N­«º³ MÄº ­« º­ º|X ¤­ «º JNº Æ ºÉƊi.e., if the partner 

ÇX³X «­º XÈ°XNº «z ­«X º­ ³XªJ « N­ªª ººXT J«T º­ T­ ­«XŻ´ °J³ºŵ º|X« ´|X Ç­ÄӃT MX Ä«Ӄ ¦XӃÉ

to invest effort or other costs. Moreover, a  °J³º«X³Ż´  «ÆX´ºªX«º ­Z XZZ­³º JӃ´­ °³­Æ TX´ J NÄX

that the joint activity is of value to her, implying that she may be particularly disappointed or 

J««­ÉXT  Z ­«X T T «­º ³XªJ « N­ªª ººXT J«T T­ ­«XŻ´ °J³ºŸ A| ´ Ӄ «X ­Z ³XJ´­« «z  ´ JӃ´­

motivated by previous findings suggesting that the cost invested by one agent in order to allow 

a partner to obtain rewards has an influence on the choices made by the partner (Charness & 

Rabin, 2010). More recently, Székely and Michael (2018) also found that the perception of a 
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°J³º«X³Ż´  «ÆX´ºªX«º ­Z XZZ­³º  « J ¤­ «º JNº vity led participants to remain engaged longer 

despite increasing boredom.11 In a 2-player version of the classic snake game which became 

increasingly boring over the course of each round, participants persisted longer when they 

were given cues of their pa³º«X³Ż´ | z|ӃÉ XZZ­³ºZÄӃ N­«º³ MÄº ­« º­ º|X zJªX N­ª°J³XT º­ Ç|X«

º|XÉ ÇX³X z ÆX« NÄX´ ­Z J °J³º«X³Ż´ Ӄ­Ç  «ÆX´ºªX«º ­Z XZZ­³ºŸ 

F| ӃX ?Êⱴ¦XӃÉ J«T 5 N|JXӃŻ´ ƎǏǍǎӅƏ Z «T «z  ´ N­«´ ´ºX«º Ç º| º|X |É°­º|X´ ´ º|Jº º|X

°X³NX°º ­« ­Z J °J³º«X³Ż´  «ÆX´ºªX«º ­Z Xffort led participants to persist longer out of a sense 

of commitment, alternative explanations are also possible. For example, the perception of a 

°J³º«X³Ż´ XZZ­³º ª z|º |JÆX ӃXT °J³º N °J«º´ º­  «ZX³ º|Jº º|X ºJ´¦ ÇJ´ °J³º NÄӃJ³ӃÉ Ç­³º|Ç| ӃXŸ

Alternative ly, the perception of another agent investing effort  may have primed them to exert 

effort as well, irrespective of any sense of commitment to another agent. To address these 

open questions, we designed a pair of experiments (Study 1a and Study 1b) to probe 

°J³º N °J«º´Ż «­³ªJº ÆX ¤ÄTzªX«º´ J«T JZZXNº ÆX ³X´°­«´X´ º­ J ´NX«J³ ­  « Ç| N| ­«X JzX«º  ´

relying on a second agent who is presented with a temptation to disengage. However, whereas 

the abovementioned studies focused on the agent who was presented with the temptation 

Ǝ ŸXŸŵ º|XÉ ÇX³X  «ÆX´º zJº «z º|X XZZXNº ­Z J ´X«´X ­Z N­ªª ºªX«º Ä°­« º| ´ JzX«ºŻ´ ª­º ÆJº ­«Əŵ

ÇX ­°ºXT º­ Z­NÄ´ ­« º|X ­º|X³ ´ TX ­Z º|X ³XӃJº ­«Ÿ $­«´ ´ºX«º Ç º| 5 N|JXӃ J«T N­ӃӃXJzÄX´Ż

|É°­º|X´ ´ŵ J´ ÇXӃӃ J´ Ç º| + ӃMX³ºŻ´ JNN­Ä«º(1990, 2014), the perception of a commitment 

being in place implies that while one agent feels motivated to do what she committed to doing, 

the partner will feel more entitled to expect it to happen, and to blame more the first agent if 

she fails to do it. We presented participants with vignettes describing a scenario in which one 

agent had a high degree of reliance (generated by investing a higher degree of effort into a 

joint activity, i.e., the High cost condition) or a low degree of reliance (generated by investing 

a lower degree of effort, i.e., the Low cost condition), and a second agent failed to remain 

committed. We operationalised commitment in terms of the degree to which participants made 

negative normative and non-normative judzªX«º´ JM­Äº º|X ´XN­«T JzX«ºŻ´ Æ ­ӃJº ­«Ÿ 

We reasoned that if participants made more negative normative judgments and reported 

more negative emotional attitudes in response to the High Cost condition, this would be 

difficult to account for in terms of the  aforementioned alternative explanations of Székely and 

5 N|JXӃŻ´(2018) finding. Indeed, the priming of the °J³º«X³Ż´ XZZ­³º J«T º|X ÆJӃÄX ­Z J« JNº ­«

to an agent can imply an emotional reaction but does not in itself imply any obligation that she 

 
11 .«TXXTŵ  Z  º  ´ º|X NJ´X º|Jº ´ÄN| NÄX´ ºÉ° NJӃӃÉ º³JN¦ ­º|X³´Ż XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ŵ º|X« °X­°le may respond 
to them by increasing their commitment to joint activities even in cases in which they do not in fact 
³XZӃXNº J °J³º«X³Ż´ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´Ÿ 
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has to any other agent to perform the action. This additional normative measure we added 

Ç­ÄӃT °³­Æ TX ZÄ³º|X³ ´Ä°°­³º Z­³ º|X |É°­º|X´ ´ º|Jº J °J³º«X³Ż´  «ÆX´ºªX«º ­Z XZZ­³º  « J ¤­ «º

activity enhances the perception that a commitment to that joint act ivity is in place. We opted 

for operationalising commitment using a 6-point Likert scale for the following reason: if 

N­ªª ºªX«º  ´ ª­TÄӃJºXT MÉ NÄX´ ­Z J«­º|X³ JzX«ºŻ´ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ŵ ³Jº|X³ º|J« MÉ J «­³ª-

violation per se, we should expect that participant´Ż ¤ÄTzªX«º´ Ç­ÄӃT ÆJ³É MXºÇXX« N­«T º ­«´

in a graded manner rather than in a binary manner. 

As a further test of the hypothesis that commitment is modulated by various cues that 

another agent expects one to perform a particular action, such as the history of repeated 

interaction, we also carried out a second pair of studies (2a and 2b). Studies 2a and 2b were 

TX´ z«XT º­ °³­MX °J³º N °J«º´Ż «­³ªJº ÆX XÆJӃÄJº ­«´ J«T JZZXNº ÆX Jºº ºÄTX´  « ³X´°­«´X º­

scenarios in which one agent failed to remain engaged to a joint activity toward which her 

partner had either a high degree of reliance (due to having shared a long history of repeated 

interaction; High repetition  condition) or a low degree of reliance (due to having shared only a 

brief history of repeated int eraction; Low repetition  condition). We reasoned that a long history 

of repeated interaction is likely to establish a high degree of expectation of continued 

interaction, and thus the scenario described in the High repetition  condition would be likely to 

elicit more negative normative judgments and emotional responses than the scenario described 

in the Low repetition  condition. This line of reasoning is motivated by previous research 

´|­Ç «z º|Jº N­­°X³Jº ­«  « ´­N JӃ T ӃXªªJ´ ´ÄN| J´ º|X °³ ´­«X³´Ż T ӃXªªJ can be boosted if 

participants experience a history of successful coordinationƊi.e., in the context of behavioural 

economics paradigms such as the stag hunt (Rusch & Lütge, 2016) or a pure coordination game 

(Guala & Mittone, 2010). Unlike these previous studies, however, the current study focused on 

the perspective of the agent whose expectation was disappointed. Moreover, our paradigm 

X«JMӃXT Ä´ º­  «ÆX´º zJºX °X­°ӃXŻ´ Jºº ºÄTX´ J«T ¤ÄTzªX«º´ JM­Äº XÆX³ÉTJÉ ´NX«J³ ­´ Ç º| J

high degree of ecological validity. 

 

1.1 Study 1a: Costs and Commitment I 

Study 1a was designed to test the hypothesis that the perception that an agenºŻ´ ´X«´X ­Z

commitment to an interaction  is enhanced by |X³ ­³ | ´ °J³º«X³Ż´investment in an interaction. 

To this end, we presented participants with vignettes describing everyday situations in which 

an implicit commitment between two agents was violated. We operationali sed the sense of 

commitment with a normative measure (i.e., a normative question prompting a moral judgment 

about whether an apology was appropriate), and with two additional  non-normative measures 
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(i.e., an affective question asking whether the situation triggered a feeling of annoyance, and 

an indirect question about how much tim e the participant herself would be willing to invest to 

honour the implicit commitment in the scenario described in the vignette ). 

Methods 

Participants 

We used Amazon M-Turk to implement a web-based paradigm with a between-subjects 

design. Since each participant gave only one judgment for each test question, we expected a 

high variability in our dependent variables. We therefore opted for a large sample size: 200 

participants (2 conditions, 100 per group). We included data from those participants who had 

already begun the experiment when M-Turk registered that this number had been reached. 

Our data set therefore comprised 260 adults (124 in High cost condition  and 136 in Low cost 

condition ) using Amazon M-Turk (110 female; Mage = 33.62 years, SD = 10.53). No participant 

was discarded, since none failed the comprehension question. Here and in all experiments 

mentioned in this chapter, the methods used were in accordance with the international ethical 

requirements of psychological research and approved by the EPKEB (United Ethical Review 

Committee for Research in Psychology) in Hungary. All participants gave their informed 

consent by ticking a box prior to the experiment.  

Materials and procedure 

Participants were asked to read a vignette describing a hypothetical situation involving a 

repeated joint activity that gets interrupted. Subjects were randomly assigned to one of two 

between-subjects conditions (High cost, Low cost). We manipulated the magnitude of costs 

that an agent invested to maintain the joint activity with the other agent. In the High cost 

condition, the scenario reads as follows: 

You and Pam used to work in the same office on the 5th floor, until you were 

moved to a 1st floor office one year ago. Every day for the past three years, 

you and Pam have spent your afternoon coffee break sitting out on the 5th 

floor balcony and chatting, though you never agreed to start doing this. After 

you moved to the new office down on the 1st floor, you nevertheless 

continued to walk up to the same balcony on the 5th floor to spend the 

coffee break with Pam, even though the balcony is five flights of stairs up 

from your new office. The sequence is broken when one day you walk all the 

way up the five flights of stairs and wait for Pam during the coffee break, but 

´|X T­X´«Źº ºÄ³« Ä°Ŷ 
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In the Low cost condition, the vignette differs insofar as the new office is around the 

corner rather than down on the first floor (See  https://osf.io/8hrnu/  for the full vignette). After 

reading the vignette, participants were asked to respond to the following questions, which 

were presented in this order: 

¶ Normative qÄX´º ­«ŷ żOn a scale from 0 to 5, to what extent would you agree that Pam 

owes you an apology?Ž[0= Disagree strongly; 5= Agree strongly]. 

¶ Affective qÄX´º ­«ŷ żIf Pam did not apologize or offer any explanation, how annoyed would 

É­Ä MX ­« J ´NJӁX Z³­ª ǋ º­ ǐŲŻ[0 = not at all annoyed; 5 = highly annoyed] 

¶ Comprehension qÄX´º ­«ŷ żIn the scenario described above, where is it that you and Pam 

´°X«T º|X N­ZZXX M³XJ¦ŲŻ [on the balcony, in the lounge, in the cafeteria] 

¶ Indirect qÄX´º ­«ŷ ż6­Ç  ªJz «X º|Jº É­ÄŹ³X ;JªŶ A|X ³XJ´­« Ç|É É­Ä NJ««­º ªJ¦X  º  ´

that, while running an errand in town, you learn that your favorite spa is offering free 

admission until 4 pm. It is currently 2:30 pm. You would like to write a text message to your 

N­ӁӁXJzÄX MJN¦ Jº º|X ­ZZ NX º­ ӁXº |X³ ¦«­Ç º|Jº É­Ä Ç­«Źº MX N­ª «z º­TJÉŴ MÄº É­Ä «­º NX

that your phone is out of batteries. You plug it in to charge in the car. How long would you 

be willing to wait in the parking lot for the phone to charge before going in to the spa, in 

­³TX³ º­ MX JMӁX º­ ´X«T J ºXÈº ªX´´JzX º­ É­Ä³ N­ӁӁXJzÄXŲŻ[not at all, 1 minute, 5 minutes, 

10 minutes, 15 minutes, 20 minutes, 25 minutes, 30 minutes] 

 

A|X «­³ªJº ÆX ²ÄX´º ­« ÇJ´ TX´ z«XT º­ ºJ° °J³º N °J«º´Ż XÈ°Ӄ N º ª­³JӃ XÆJӃÄJº ­«´ ­Z º|X

scenario. We predicted that they would more strongly agree that an apology was in order in 

the High cost condition than in the Low cost condition. The affective question was designed 

º­ ºJ° °J³º N °J«º´Ż ª­³X  «ºÄ º ÆXŵ Xª­º ­«JӃ ³XJNº ­«´ º­ º|X N­ªª ºªX«º Æ ­ӃJº ­« TX´N³ MXT

in the scenario. We predicted that participants would indicate a higher level of annoyance if no 

apology or explanation were forthcoming in the High cost condition. The comprehension 

question was designed to filter out participants who had not read the vignette with sufficient 

care to retain the critical information presented therein. The indirect question was intended to 

ºJ° °J³º N °J«º´Ż J°°³J ´JӃ ­Z º|X N­ªª ºªX«º  «T ³XNºӃÉŵ «JªXӃy by measuring the opportunity 

cost they themselves would be willing to pay to uphold the commitment. We predicted that 

participants would indicate a willingness to wait longer in the High cost condition than in the 

Low cost condition. 

https://osf.io/8hrnu/
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Results 

For the normative question, participants gave higher estimates in the High cost condition 

(M = 2.38, SD = 1.32, Mdn = 3) than in the Low cost condition (M = 1.87, SD = 1.38, Mdn = 2), 

t(258) = 3.007, p ǵ ŸǍǍǐŵ $­|X«Ż´d = 0.37 (small effect size). These results were confirmed by 

additional nonparametric tests, Mann-Whitney U = 6728.500 , p = .003, r = 0.181 (see Figure 

1.1). 

Similarly, for the affective question,  participants gave higher estimates in the High cost 

condition (M = 2.28, SD = 1.20, Mdn = 2) than in the Low cost condition (M = 1.94, SD = 1.37, 

Mdn = 2), t(258) = 2.121, p ǵ ŸǍǐǒŵ $­|X«Ż´d = 0.26 (small effect size). These results were 

confirmed by additional nonparametric tests, Mann-Whitney U = 7169.000, p = .032 (see 

Figure 1.1). 

Responses to the indirect question revealed a numerical difference in the same direction, 

with participants giving higher estimates in the High cost condition (M = 4.01, SD = 4.15) than 

in the Low cost condition (M = 3.14, SD = 3.47), but this difference did not reach statistical 

significance, t(241) = 1.820, p ǵ ŸǍǓǍŸ 2XÆX«XŻ´ ºX´º ³XÆXJӃXT J Æ ­ӃJº ­« ­Z º|X X²ÄJӃ ºÉ ­Z

variance assumption, p = .007. 

It is worth noting that responses to both the normative and the affective questions tend 

to cluster around the middle of the scale rather than towards the two extremes. For the 

normative question, responses tended to be just below the midpoint both in the Low  cost 

condition (M = 1.87, SD = 1.38, Mdn = 2.00), and in the High cost condition  (M = 2.38, SD = 

1.32, Mdn = 3.00). For the affective question, responses again tended to be just below the 

midpoint both in the Low cost condition (M = 1.94, SD = 1.37, Mdn = 2.00) and in the High cost 

condition (M = 2.28, SD = 1.20, Mdn = 2.00). The findings from Study 1a were consistent with 

our predictions, providing support for the  hypoº|X´ ´ º|Jº °X­°ӃXŻ´ ´X«´X ­Z N­ªª ºªX«º º­ J

joint activity can be enhanced as a ZÄ«Nº ­« ­Z º|X ³ °J³º«X³Ż´  «ÆX´ºªX«º ­Z XZZ­³º  « º|X ¤­ «º

activity. In order to ensure that our findings were not due to any incidental features of the 

scenario, we ran a replication study using a different scenario, and predicted the same pattern 

of results. 
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Figure 1.1. Percentage of responses to the normative question (top) and the affective question (bottom). 
White background bars indicate a mild-to-strong agreement, whereas black background bars indicate a 
mild-to-strong disagreement with the statement: in other words , the stronger the agreement, the higher 
the perception of the commitment being violated.  

 

Discussion 

The findings from Study 1a were consistent with our predictions, providing support for 

º|X |É°­º|X´ ´ º|Jº °X­°ӃXŻ´perception of commitment is enhanced as a function of their 

°J³º«X³Ż´  «ÆX´ºªX«º ­Z XZZ­³º  « º|X ¤­ «º JNº Æ ºÉŸ 
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1.2 Study 1b: Costs and Commitment II 

Study 1b is a replication of Study 1a and was designed to ensure that our findings were 

not due to any incidental features of the scenario. For this replication study we used a different 

scenario and predicted the same pattern of results. 

Methods 

Participants 

As in Study 1a, we used Amazon M-Turk to implement a web-based paradigm with a 

between-subjects design, aiming for a sample size of 200 participants (2 conditions, 100 per 

group). We again included data from those participants who had already begun the experiment 

when M-Turk registered that this number had been reached. Our data set therefore comprised 

205 adults. After discarding the data from participants who failed the control question or failed 

to complete the questionnaire (N = 5), the final sample included 200 participants (105 female; 

Mage = 38.18 years, SD = 11.85), 94 in High cost condition and 106 in Low cost condition.  

Materials and procedure 

The procedure was identical to the procedure of Study 1a, except that we implemented a 

different scenario and different control questions . In the High cost condition, the scenarios 

reads as follow: 

You and Billy used to live in the same building in the 5th district. Recently, 

you moved to a different apartment in the 1st district. Every weekday for the 

past three years, you and Billy have enjoyed jogging together in the park 

close to your former building, always beginning as soon as the park opens at 

7:00 a.m, though you never agreed to start doing this. After moving to the 

new building, you have continued to join Billy in the same park to jog 

together, even though the park is on the other side of town from your new 

apartment. The sequence is broken when one day you wait for Billy but he 

T­X´«Źº ºÄ³« Ä°Ŷ 

 

In the Low cost condition, the vignette differs insofar as the park is around the corner 

rather than on the other side of town (See https://osf.i o/8hrnu/  for the full vignette).  

The questions were presented to the participants in a randomised order, except for the 

indirect question, which was always presented last. 

https://osf.io/8hrnu/
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Results 

The results of Study 1a were replicated. For the normative question, participants gave 

higher estimates in the High cost condition (M = 2.56, SD = 1.46, Mdn = 3) than in the Low cost 

condition (M = 1.79, SD = 1.39, Mdn = 2), t(198) = 3.828, p Ǹ ŸǍǍǎŵ $­|X«Ż´d = 0.54 (medium 

effect size). These results were confirmed by additional nonparametric tests, Mann-Whitney U 

= 3484.000, p < .001. For the affective question, participants gave higher estimates in the High 

cost condition (M = 2.50, SD = 1.41, Mdn = 2) than in the Low cost condition (M = 1.68, SD = 

1.28, Mdn = 2), t(198) = 4.317, p Ǹ ŸǍǍǎŵ $­|X«Ż´d = 0.61 (medium effect size). These results 

were confirmed by additional nonparametric tests, Mann-Whitney U = 3318.000, p < .001 (see 

Figure 1.2).  
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Figure 1.2. Percentage of responses to the normative question (top) and the affective question (bottom). 
White background bars indicate a mild-to-strong agreement, whereas black background bars indicate a 
mild-to-strong disagreement with the statement: in other words, the stronger the agreement, the higher 
the perception that a commitment had been violated.  

 

Responses to the indirect question showed the expected pattern, with participants giving 

higher estimates in the High cost condition (M = 3.29, SD = 2.73) than in the Low cost condition 

(M = 3.05, SD = 2.85), but there was again no statistically significant difference between the 

two conditions, t(198) = .606, p = .545. 
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We again found that responses to both the normative question and the affective question 

tended to cluster around the middle of the scale rather than towards the two extremes (see 

Fig. 1.3). Indeed, for the normative question, responses tended to be around the midpoint both 

in the Low cost condition (M = 1.81, SD = 1.40, Mdn = 2.00) and in the High cost condition (M 

= 2.57, SD= 1.45, Mdn = 3.00). For the affective question, responses tended to be around the 

midpoint both in the Low cost condition ( M = 1.70, SD = 1.29, Mdn = 2.00), and in the High 

cost condition (M = 2.52, SD = 1.41, Mdn = 2.00). 

 

Figure 1.3. Distribution of responses to the normative question. Although in the Low cost condition 
there is a significantly higher percentage of responses at the lower end of the scale than in the High cost 
condition, we can see that the largest number of participants in both groups give responses just above 
the midpoint of the scale. 

 

Discussion 

The findings from Study 1b replicate those from Study 1a in a different scenario, which 

N­«´º ºÄºX´ ´º³­«z XÆ TX«NX Z­³ ­Ä³ |É°­º|X´ ´ º|Jº ­«XŻ´perception of commitment can be 

X«|J«NXT J´ J ZÄ«Nº ­« ­Z |X³ °J³º«X³Ż´  «ÆX´ºªX«º ­Z XZZ­³º  « º|X ¤­ «º JNº Æ ºÉŸ 

 

1.3 Study 1c: Repetition and Commitment I 

Study 1c was designed to test the hypothesis that the repetition of a joint activity can 

X«|J«NX °X­°ӃXŻ´perception of commitment. To this end, we presented participants with 
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vignettes describing everyday situations in which an implicit commitment between two agents 

was violated. We again operationalised commitment attribution  with both normative and non -

normative measures (i.e., with the normative, the affective and the indirect question s), as we 

did in Studies 1a and 1b. We marked in bold those parts of the text that implemented the 

manipulation (i.e., º|X °|³J´X´ źº|³XX ÉXJ³´Ż J«T źº|³XX TJÉ´ŻƏ, in order to ensure that participants 

would not fail to notice these apparently minor details which might be overlooked by a casual 

reader. 

Methods 

Participants 

As in Studies 1a and 1b, we used Amazon M-Turk to implement a web-based paradigm 

with a between -subjects design, and again aimed for a sample size of 200 participants (2 

conditions, 100 per group). As in the previous studies, we included data from those participants 

who had already begun the experiment when M-Turk registered that this number had been 

reached. Our data set therefore comprised 210 adults. After discarding the data from 

participants who failed one or more control questions (N = 14), the dataset included 196 data 

from participants , 97 in the High repetition  condition and 99 in the Low repetition  condition  

(109 female; Mage = 37.74 years, SD = 11.62). The research was carried out in accordance with 

the international ethical requirements of psycho logical research and approved by the EPKEB 

in Hungary. All participants gave their informed consent by ticking a box prior to the 

experiment. 

Materials and procedure 

The procedure employed was the same as Studies 1a and 1b. In the High repetition  

condition , the scenario reads as follows: 

You and Pam work in the same office building. Every day for the past 3 years, 

you and Pam have spent your coffee break sitting out on the balcony and 

chatting, though you never agreed to start doing this. The sequence is broken 

when one day you walk up to the balcony and wait for Pam during the coffee 

M³XJ¦Ŵ MÄº ´|X T­X´«Źº ºÄ³« Ä°Ŷ A| ´  ´ ´Ä³°³ ´ «z z ÆX« º|Jº  º |J´«ƙº |J°°X«XT

in the past 3 years. 
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In the Low repetition  condition, the vignette differs insof ar as the coffee break routine 

was initiated only three days rather than three years earlier (See https://osf.io/8hrnu/  for the 

full vignette). 

Again, participants were asked to respond to normative and non-normative questions. In 

Ӄ z|º ­Z °J³º N °J«º´Ż ZXXTMJN¦ º­ J ° Ӄ­º ÆX³´ ­« ­Z º|X ´ºÄTÉŵ ÇX ­°ºXT º­  «º³­TÄNX J ª ӃTX³

normative measure than that used in Studies 1a and 1b. Specifically, we asked participants to 

evaluate whether the partner who had violated the imp licit commitment owed them an 

explanation (rather than an apology). Also, we opted for an additional question that was tailored 

to the manipulation of repetition rather than costs Ɗi.e., ³Jº|X³ º|J« °³­M «z °J³º N °J«º´Ż

willingness to pay a cost to honour the commitment (as in Studies 1a and 1b), we asked about 

their willingness to resume the routine. The questions were presented to the participant in the 

following order:  

¶ Normative qÄX´º ­«ŷ żOn a scale from 0 to 5, to what extent would you agree that Pam 

­ÇX´ É­Ä J« XÈ°ӁJ«Jº ­«ŲŻŶ [0= Disagree strongly; 5= Agree strongly] 

¶ Affective questionḾ ź.Z ;Jª T T «­º J°­Ӂ­z ÊX ­³ ­ZZX³ J«É XÈ°ӁJ«Jº ­«Ŵ |­Ç J««­ÉXT Ç­ÄӁT

É­Ä MX ­« J ´NJӁX Z³­ª ǋ º­ ǐŲŻ[0 = not at all annoyed; 5 = highly annoyed] 

¶ Implicit  question: ź,­Ç  «ºX³X´ºXT Ç­ÄӁT É­Ä MX  « ´°X«T «z É­Ä³ N­ZZXX M³XJ¦ Ç º| ;Jª

º|X «XÈº TJÉŲŻŶ[Not at all interested, Hardly interested at all, A bit interested, Somewhat 

interested, Quite interested, Highly interested] 

¶ Comprehension =ÄX´º ­«ŷ żIn the scenario, where is it that you and Pam spend the coffee 

M³XJ¦ŲŻ[On the balcony, At the cafeteria, In the lounge] 

 ´  « º|X °³XÆ ­Ä´ ´ºÄT X´ŵ º|X «­³ªJº ÆX ²ÄX´º ­« ÇJ´ TX´ z«XT º­ ºJ° °J³º N °J«º´Ż

explicit moral evaluations of the scenario. We predicted that they would more strongly agree 

that an explanation was in order in the High repetition  condition than in the Low repetition  

N­«T º ­«Ÿ A|X JZZXNº ÆX ²ÄX´º ­« ÇJ´ TX´ z«XT º­ ºJ° °J³º N °J«º´Ż ª­³X  «ºÄ º ÆXŵ Xª­º ­«JӃ

reactions to the commitment violation described in the scenario. We predicted that 

participants would indicate a higher level of annoyance if no apology or explanation were 

forthcoming in the High repetition  condition. The control question was designed to filter out 

participants who had not read the vignette with sufficient care to retain the critical information 

presented therein. The implicit  ²ÄX´º ­« ÇJ´  «ºX«TXT º­ ºJ° °J³º N °J«º´Ż  ª°Ӄ N º J°°³J ´JӃ ­Z

the commitment, namely by measuring their willingness restore the routine if they were in the 

position of the individual described in the scenario. We reasoned that participants would 

indicate a lower willingness to restore the routine in the High repetition  condition than in the 

https://osf.io/8hrnu/
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Low repetition  condition, as ­«XŻ´ ³XӃ J«NX in the former condition would be much higher. If so, 

then the more severe the violation, the more serious would be the consequences for the 

violator. 

Results 

For the normative question, participants gave higher estimates in the High repetition  

condition (M = 3.13, SD = 1.54) than in the Low repetition  condition (M = 2.10, SD = 1.34), 

t(189) = 5.014, p Ǹ ŸǍǍǎŵ $­|X«Ż´d ǵ ǍŸǓǐ ƎªXT Äª XZZXNº ´ ÊXƏŸ ? «NX º|X ´Jª°ӃX ZJ ӃXT 2XÆX«XŻ´

Test for equality of variance (p = .018), we also conducted nonparametric tests, which yielded 

consistent results, Mann-Whitney U = 2890.000, p < .001 (see Figure 1.4). 

For the affective questi on, participants again gave higher estimates in the High repetition  

condition (M = 3.03, SD = 1.66) than in the Low repetition  condition (M = 1.87, SD = 1.17), 

t(172) = 5.659, p Ǹ ŸǍǍǎŵ $­|X«Ż´d ǵ ǍŸӅӄ ƎӃJ³zX XZZXNº ´ ÊXƏŸ ? «NX º|X ´Jª°ӃX ZJ ӃXT 2XÆX«XŻ´ 

Test for equality of variance, (p < .001), we again conducted nonparametric tests, which again 

yielded consistent results, Mann-Whitney U = 2841.500, p < .001 (see Figure 1.4). These 

results confirm our prediction, providing support for the hypothesis tha t a joint activity which 

has been repeated over a longer period of time elicits a stronger sense of commitment than a 

joint activity that has been repeated only over a short period of time.  



 39 

 

Figure 1.4. Percentages of responses to the normative and to affective question. White background bars 
indicate a mild-to-strong agreement, whereas black background bars indicate a mild-to-strong 
disagreement with the statement: in other words, the stronger the agreement, the higher the perception 
that a commitment has been violated. 

 

The opposite pattern of results was found for responses to the implicit  question. 

Participants indicated a higher degree of willingness to restore the previous routine after a 

commitment violation in the High repetition  condition (M = 5.02, SD = .85) than in the Low 

repetition  condition (M = 4.45, SD = 1.03), t(189) = 4.186, p Ǹ ŸǍǍǎŵ $­|X«Ż´d = 0.64 (medium 

XZZXNº ´ ÊXƏŸ A|X ´Jª°ӃX ZJ ӃXT º|X 2XÆX«XŻ´ AX´t for equality of variance, p = .005. Nonetheless, 

this pattern of results is confirmed by a nonparametric test, Mann-Whitney U = 3302.500, p < 

.001 (see Figure 1.5). Although these findings are not consistent with our prediction, we believe 
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that they can be explained by hypothesizing that a longer history of interaction gives rise to a 

more stable sense of commitment, which continues to bind the two partners even after minor 

violations such as the ones described in both scenarios. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.5. Percentage of responses to the implicit question. White background bars indicate a mild-to-
strong disinterest, whereas black background bars indicate a mild-to-strong interest in restoring the 
previous routine: in other words, the stronger the interest, the greater the perception that a commitment 
is in place. 

 

As in the previous studies, we found that responses did not cluster at the extreme ends of 

the scale, but tended to be distributed homogeneously across the scale (i.e., distributions were 

not skewed). For the normative question, responses tended to be right around the midpoint 

both in the Low cost condition (M = 2.22, SD = 1.40, Mdn = 2.00), and in the High cost condition 

(M = 3.18, SD = 1.54, Mdn = 3.00). For the affective questions, responses tended to be around 

the midpoint both in the Low cost condition (M = 2.01, SD = 1.30, Mdn = 2.00), and in the High 

cost condition (M = 3.07, SD = 1.66, Mdn = 3.00). 

Discussion 

The findings from Study 1c were consistent with our predictions, providing support for the 

|É°­º|X´ ´ º|Jº °X­°ӃXŻ´perception of a commitment being in place can be enhanced as a 

ZÄ«Nº ­« ­Z º|X ³ °J³º«X³Ż´history of engagement in the joint activity.  
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1.4 Study 1d: Repetition and Commitment II 

As previously designed, we ran a replication study with a different scenario, and we 

predicted the same pattern of results. 

Methods 

Participants  

As in the previous studies, we used Amazon M-Turk to implement a web-based paradigm 

with a between -subjects design, and again aimed for a sample size of 200 participants (2 

conditions, 100 per group). We again included data from those participants who had already 

begun the experiment when M-Turk registered that this number had been reached. Our data 

set therefore comprised 203 adults. After discarding the data from participants who failed the 

comprehension question (N = 12), the sample included 191 participants, 90 in High repetition  

condition  and 101 in Low repetition  condition  (112 female; Mage = 40.49 years, SD = 13.38). 

The procedure was identical to Study 1c. The research was carried out in accordance with the 

international ethical requirements of psychological research and approved by the EPKEB in 

Hungary. All participants gave their informed consent by ticking a box prior to the experiment.  

Materials and procedure 

The procedure was identical to the procedure of Study 1c, except that we implemented a 

different scenario and different control questions . In the High repetition  condition, the scenario 

reads as follow: 

You and Billy live in the same building. Every morning for the past 3 years, 

you and Billy have enjoyed jogging together in the park close to your 

apartment building, each time beginning as soon as the park opens at 7:00 

a.m., though you never agreed to start doing this. The sequence is broken for 

º|X Z ³´º º ªX  « ǎ ÉXJ³´ Ç|X« ­«X ª­³« «z É­Ä ÇJ º Z­³ # ӁӁÉ MÄº |X T­X´«Źº

turn up. 

 

In the Low cost condition, the vignette differs insofar as the jogging routine was initiated 

only three days rather than three years earlier (See https://osf.io/8hrnu/  for the full vignette).  

The questions were presented to the participants in a randomised order. 

https://osf.io/8hrnu/
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Results 

The results of the previous study were replicated. For the normative question, participants 

gave higher estimates in the High repetition  condition (M = 2.29, SD = 1.51, Mdn = 3) than in 

the Low repetition  condition (M = 1.39, SD = 1.44, Mdn = 1), t(189) = 4.236, p < .001, $­|X«Ż´

d = 0.62 (medium effect size). This pattern of result is confirmed by nonparametric tests, both 

for the normative measure, Mann-Whitney U = 2995.500 , p < .001 (see Figure 1.6). For the 

affective question, participants again gave higher estimates in the High repetition  condition (M 

= 1.93, SD = 1.44, Mdn = 2) than in the Low repetition  condition (M = 1.29, SD = 1.42, Mdn = 

1), t(189) = 3.110, p ǵ ŸǍǍǏŵ $­|X«Ż´d = 0.45 (medium effect size). This pattern of results is 

confirmed by nonparametric tests, Mann-Whitney U = 3370.500, p = .002 (see Figure 1.6). 
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Figure 1.6. Percentage of responses to the normative and affective questions. White background bars 
indicate a mild-to-strong agreement, whereas black background bars indicate a mild-to-strong 
disagreement with the statement: in other words, the stronger the agreement, the higher the perception 
that a commitment has been violated. 

 

As in Study 1c, responses to the implicit  question exhibited the opposite pattern to what 

we had predicted. Participants reported being more willing to restore the previous routine after 

a commitment had been violated following a longer repeated interaction, giving higher 

estimates in the High repetition  condition (M = 4.04, SD = .96, Mdn = 4) than in the Low 

repetition  condition (M = 3.45, SD = 1.10, Mdn = 4), t(189) = 4.020, p Ǹ ŸǍǍǎŵ $­|X«Ż´d = 0.58 

ƎªXT Äª XZZXNº ´ ÊXƏŸ A|X ´Jª°ӃX ZJ ӃXT º|X 2XÆX«XŻ´ AX´º Z­³ X²ÄJӃ ºÉ ­Z ÆJ³ J«NXŵp = .008. 

Nonetheless, this pattern of results was confirmed by a nonparametric test, Mann-Whitney U 

= 3073.000, p < .001 (see Figure 1.7). 

 

 

Figure 1.7. Percentage of responses to the implicit  question. We reasoned that the stronger the interest  
in restoring the previous interaction , the greater the perception that a commitment is in place. 

 

As in the previous set of studies, we again found that responses to both the normative 

question and the affective question tended to cluster around the middle of the scale rather 

than towards the two extremes (see Figure 1.8). For the normative question, responses tended 

to be around the midpoint both in the Low Repetition condition ( M = 1.53, SD = 1.54, Mdn = 

1.00) and in the High Repetition condition (M = 2.31, SD = 1.50, Mdn = 3.00). For the affective 

question, responses tended to be around the midpoint both in the Low Repetition condition 
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(M = 1.43, SD = 1.52, Mdn = 1.00) and in the High Repetition condition (M = 1.97, SD = 1.45, 

Mdn = 2.00). 

 

Figure 1.8. Distribution of responses to the normative question.  Although in the Low repetition condition 
there is a significantly higher percentage of responses at the lower end of the scale, we can see that in 
the High repetition condition the largest number of par ticipants give responses right around the 
midpoint of the scale. 

 

Discussion 

The findings from Study 1d replicate those from Study 1c in a different scenario, which 

constitutes strong evidence for our hypothesis that commitment attribution can be enhanced 

as a function of ­«XŻ´ | ´º­³É ­Z X«zJzXªX«º  « J ¤­ «º JNº Æ ºÉ. 

 

1.5 Discussion of Study 1 

In Studies 1a and 1b, we presented participants with vignettes describing a scenario in 

which one agent had either high expectations (generated by the investment of either a high 

degree of effort into a joint activity, i.e., the High cost condition) or low expectations (generated 

by a low degree of effort into a joint activity, i.e. the Low cost condition), and a second agent 

failed to remain committed. In line with our  predictions, the results revealed that participants 

made more negative normative judgments and reported more negative emotional attitudes in 

response to the High cost condition than the Low cost condition. Studies 2a and 2b were 
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designed to probe participJ«º´Ż «­³ªJº ÆX XÆJӃÄJº ­«´ J«T JZZXNº ÆX Jºº ºÄTX´  « ³X´°­«´X º­

scenarios in which one agent failed to remain engaged to a joint activity toward which her 

partner had either high expectations (generated by a longer history of repeating the routine, 

i.e., the High repetition  condition) or low expectations (generated by a shorter history of 

repeating the routine, i.e., the Low repetition  condition). Again, the results confirmed our 

predictions: the scenario described in the High repetition  condition elicited more negative 

normative judgments and emotional responses than the scenario described in the Low 

repetition  condition. Taken together, these results provide support of the hypothesis that 

°X­°ӃXŻ´ ¤ÄTzªX«º´ J«T Jºº ºÄTX´ JM­Äº  ª°Ӄ N º N­ªª ºªX«º´ J³X ª­TÄӃJºXT MÉ NÄX´ º­ ­º|X³´Ż

expectations.  

Previous studies suggest that the opportunity cost paid by a partner incentivi ses 

prosociality (Charness & Rabin, 2010)ŵ J«T º|Jº J °J³º«X³Ż´ J°°J³X«º  nvestment of effort costs 

 « J ¤­ «º ºJ´¦  «N³XJ´X´ º|X °X­°ӃXŻ´ °X³´ ´ºX«NX, as well as their own effort investment, on the 

task (Chennells & Michael, 2018; Székely & Michael, 2018). These previous findings regarding 

the relevance of costs for implicit commitment, however, are also consistent with alternative 

explanations. The costs invested by a partner to engage in a joint task can also be interpreted 

as a cue to the value of the task itself, leading to higher persistence in the task. The same is 

true of another convergent line of research showing that participants with a history of 

successful coordination tend to behave more cooperatively when facing a social dilemma 

(Guala & Mittone, 2010; Rusch & Lütge, 2016), although it is tempting to interpret such findings 

as evidence that repeated coordinated interaction might signal reciprocal expectations, and 

that people may therefore be sensitive to such cues when reasoning about reciprocal 

commitments. By using both normative and non-normative measures, we were able to rule out 

alternative explanations. Specifically, our finding that participants were more likely to judge 

that an apology was in order in the conditions in which we had induced participants to perceive 

a higher degree of implicit commitment, a pattern consistent with the non -normative, 

emotional responses, and that cannot be explained by appealing to an increase in the perceived 

value of the task. In other words, the fact that responses to the normative and the non-

normative questions provided a consistent picture suggests that people were not simply 

expressing their frustration with the  outcome presented in the experiment or their 

disappointment about having missed out on a valuable activity, but that costs and repetition 

J³X ºÇ­ ZJNº­³´ º|Jº J³X ³XӃ JMӃÉ  «ºX³°³XºXT J´ NÄX´ º­ ­º|X³´Ż XÈ°XNºJº ­«´Ÿ #­º| º|X «­³ªJº ÆX

and the non-normative (affective) questions reliably elicited higher estimates in the High cost/ 

High repetition  conditions. This clearly supports the hypothesis that these two factors enhance 

people's commitment in joint activity.  
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In Studies 1a and 1b, investigating the role of costs, responses to our indirect question 

manifest the same trend, but the difference did not reach statistical significance. This may be 

MXNJÄ´X ­Ä³ ªXJ´Ä³X ÇJ´ º­­ ÇXJ¦ º­ ° N¦ Ä° ­« °J³º N °J«º´Ż Ç ӃӃ «z«X´´ º­ °JÉ J N­´º  « ­³TX³

to maintain the commitment, or because it was too unrealisticƊparticipants might have enough 

familiarity with charging phones to assess that four minutes should be enough to be able to 

send a message. In Studies 2a and 2b, investigating the role of repetition, the implicit measure 

yielded the opposite results to what we had predicted. Our rationale in formulating that 

question was that the longer the history of repeated interaction, the greater the disapproval of 

a violation of the routine. This, we predicted, would lead participants to be less inclined to 

resume the previous routine following a violation. However, the longer history of interaction 

may also give rise to a more stable commitment relation between partners, which may continue 

to bind them even after a minor violation. Thus, although the observed results did not confirm 

our prediction, we believe that they are indeed highly consistent with our hypothesis.  

Our results provide further empirical evidence in support of some influential theories of 

´­N JӃ «­³ª´ JNN­³T «z º­ Ç| N| °X­°ӃX ­Äz|º º­ ZÄӃZ Ӄ ­º|X³´Ż °³XZX³X«NX´ Ç|X« º|XÉ J³X

reasonably expected to do so (Lewis, 1969; Bicchieri, 2006). The notion of reasonable 

XÈ°XNºJº ­«  ´ Jº º|X N­³X ­Z 2XÇ ´Ż ;³X´Äª°º ­« >XJ´­«ŷ  zX«º  Ż´ XÈ°XNºJº ­« º|Jº JzX«º #

will perform an action X is reasonable if A has well-grounded reasons to believe that A will do 

X. According to Sugden, this moral principle rests upon features of human psychology that 

X«JMӃX J ª­º ÆJº ­« º­ JM TX MÉ  ºŵ ´ÄN| J´ J« JÆX³´ ­« º­ T ´J°°­ «º ­º|X³´Ż ³XJ´­«JMӃX

expectations (Sugden, 2000). And indeed, it has been found that people exhibit an aversion to 

T ´J°°­ «º «z ­º|X³´Ż XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ Ç|X« º|­´X XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ |JÆX MXX« ªJTX XÈ°Ӄ N ºŵ Mut only 

when these expectations were not unreasonable (Heintz et al., 2015). Our results provide 

further empirical evidence in support of these th eories of social norms, demonstrating that 

people judge there to be an obligation to fulfil others' reasonable expectations even when 

these expectations have not been made explicit (but have been implicitly cued). 

Our findings also have important implications for theori sing about the relationship 

between implicit and explicit commitments (e.g., promises). According to an influential theory 

of promises (See Scanlon, 1998), the moral ground for the norm that we ought to keep our 

promises (and, presumably, explicit commitments in general) is that promises generate 

expectations (i.e., promising to do X creates in the recipient the expectation that the speaker 

Ç ӃӃ T­ GƏŸ  ´ ´|­Ç« MÉ ­Ä³ ´ºÄT X´ŵ ­º|X³´Ż Ǝ³XJ´­«JMӃXƏ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ JӃ´­ z³­Ä«T  ª°Ӄ N º

N­ªª ºªX«º´  « °X­°ӃXŻ´ ª­³JӃ ¤ÄTzªX«º´Ÿ A|Ä´ŵ  º ª z|º MX J³zÄXT º|Jº XÈ°Ӄ N º J«T  ª°Ӄ N º
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commitments share the same moral ground, i.e., that we ought to a ct in accordance with ­º|X³´Ż 

expectations. 

Also related to theoretical research on promises, our findings challenge the idea of 

promissory commitment as a binary notion, according to which either one is committed (i.e., if 

all conditions for promising are met), or one is not committed (Searle, 1969). This way of 

N­«NX°ºÄJӃ Ê «z °³­ª ´X´ ӃXJÆX´ Ӄ ººӃX ³­­ª Z­³ º|X  TXJ º|Jº ³XN ° X«º´Ż TX´ ³X´ J«T

XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ ª z|º ª­TÄӃJºX º|X °³­ª ´­³Ż´ ´X«´X ­Zcommitment in a graded manner. Since 

promise-breaking is a violation of a specific norm (i.e., a violation of the norm that one ought 

º­ ¦XX° ­«XŻ´ °³­ª ´X´Ŷ ´XX ,ÄªXŵ ǎǓǐǔƉ1740/2000) , one might predict that if there was an 

expectation that the speaker would perform a certain action, violating a promise to perform 

that action would always be considered blameworthy (on both normative and affective 

measures) independently of the magnitude of the expectation. In contrast to this, we found that 

given a 6-°­ «º ´NJӃXŵ °J³º N °J«º´Ż J´´X´´ªX«º´ ­Z N­ªª ºªX«º ÇX³X T ´º³ MÄºXT Jº

intermediate points along the scale rather than at opposite poles. These results foster the idea 

that for implicit commitments, people assess accountability in a graded manner. Future studies 

N­ÄӃT  «ÆX´º zJºX º|X XZZXNº ­Z ³XN ° X«ºŻ´ ªX«ºJӃ Jºº ºÄTX´ ­« «­³ªJº ÆX Jnd emotional 

measures of commitment violation when the commitment has been created by a promise, 

which may challenge the philosophical conception of promises as binary sources of 

commitment. 

Finally, our findings open up several new avenues for additional further research on 

implicit commitment. For instance, they raise the question whether different kinds of costs 

(time, effort, money, etc) may elicit commitment in different ways, which may be reflected in 

different reparation strategies or in reactions ot her than moral disapproval. Moreover, while 

we focused on those costs agents pay to enter into or to carry out a joint activity, it would be 

interesting to investigate the effects of costs that agents pay as a consequence of commitment 

violations. Finally,  º Ç­ÄӃT MX  «ºX³X´º «z º­  «ÆX´º zJºX Ç|Xº|X³ °X­°ӃXŻ´ ³X´°­«´ ÆX«X´´ º­

cues such as those implemented in our studies has an impact on subsequent partner choice. 

To sum up, our studies shed some light on the way people prioritise and evaluate 

commitment´ŵ ´|­Ç «z º|Jº °X­°ӃX J³X «­º ­«ӃÉ ´X«´ º ÆX º­ ­º|X³´Ż XÈ°XNºJº ­«´  « ¤ÄTz «z

Ç|Xº|X³ N­ªª ºªX«º´ J³X  « °ӃJNXŵ MÄº º|Jº º|XÉ XÆX« ż´X«´XŽ N­ªª ºªX«º´ Ç|X«

expectations are only implicitly cued (e.g., by the amount of costs that one agent is investing in 

the interaction and by the history of repeated interactions). This sensibility allows people to 

act together and respond to each ­º|X³´Ż XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ XÆX«  « º|X JM´X«NX ­Z XÈ°Ӄ N º
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agreements, promises, or contracts, and might even be at the basis of the norms that define 

these acts. 
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 1«­ÇӁXTzX ­Z °J³º«X³Ź´ ³XӁ J«NXenhances the perception of 

commitment 

Imagine that you and your friend Kate are planning to meet at the gym to work out 

together at 6pm. At 5.30pm you discover that some other friends are meeting at the very same 

time for drinks, and you would prefer to join them, but you also feel you cannot let your friend 

Kate down. Indeed, she expects to meet you there. She is counting on you. We are often 

confronted with such choices in everyday life, and our decisions typically involve the feeling 

that we are committed. We also often find ourselves in situations like that in which Kate finds 

herself: expecting, counting on, or relying on someone to do something. Commitments are 

important in a wide variety of social and non-social contexts: We are committed to our 

partners, our social groups, our jobs, our individual and our shared goals, our values, and even 

ourselves. Although there are likely to be many similarities across these situations, the current 

set of studies is restricted to instances of interpersonal commitmentƊthat is, to those 

commitments that  are made by one individual to another individual (Cf., H. H. Clark, 2006).  

In the philosophical literature, commitment is usually treated as a relation among one 

committed agent, one agent to whom the commitment has been made, and an action which 

the committed agent is obligated to perform in virtue of having given her assurance to the 

second agent that she would do so (Michael et al., 2016a; cf., Searle, 1969; Scanlon, 1998). 

Moreover, commitment is treated in this literature as a binary notion: either the 

aforementioned conditions have been fulfilled (and there is a commitment) or they have not 

(and there is no commitment). More recently, in the psychological literature, Michael, Sebanz, 

& Knoblich (2016a) have proposed to treat commitment as a graded phenomenon: One agent 

can be more or less motivated to perform an action that a second agent is relying on, and may 

feel more or less guilty if she does not perform the action. To capture this, they introduce the 

«­º ­« ­Z J ż´X«´X ­Z N­ªª ºªX«ºŽŵ Ç| N| JTª º´ ­Z TXz³XX´Ÿ .« º| ´ N|J°ºX³ŵ ÇX JT­°º º| ´

non-bina³É N­«NX°º ­«ŵ J´ ÇX J³X  «ºX³X´ºXT  « °X­°ӃXŻ´ °´ÉN|­Ӄ­z NJӃ Jºº ºÄTX´ JM­Äº

commitment rather than in commitment in the normative sense.  

We present empirical results that show what it takes for people to perceive that a 

commitment has been made. We thus investigate the social conditions that lead people facing 

standard situations to perceive that a commitment has been made. The act of promising is the 

canonical way to generate a commitment, and philosophers have analysed the conditions under 

which a promise is performed and possesses a normative power that commits a speaker to a 

certain course of action. Speech act theorists claim that this normative power arises when the 

speaker performs a commissive speech act, that is, a speech act that indicates the s°XJ¦X³Ż´
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intention to incur a moral obligation to perform (or omit) a particular action, or that a 

convention dictates that the given speech act has been performed in such a way and under 

such circumstances that such obligations have arisen; for instance, ́ ºJº «z ż. Ç ӃӃ T­  ºŽ ­³

nodding after a request are the kind of speech acts (verbal or not) that in the right 

circumstances are conventionally interpreted as promises (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969). This 

raises the questionƊwhich is our focus hereƊwhat the right circumstances are under which 

people perceive there to be a commitment even in the absence of a commissive speech act. 

Several philosophers have pointed out the role of common or mutual knowledge in making 

a commitment. For instance, Gilbert (Gilbert, 1990, 2006) provides examples where 

commitments arise from common knowledge of joint goals in the absence of commissive 

speech acts. MacCormick and Raz (1972) and Scanlon (1998), however, argue that 

commitments can be formed with neither conventional norms (as when performing a 

commissive speech act) nor shared goals. What matters, they say, is that one agent leads 

another agent to form expectations about her future behaviour and to rely on this behaviour. 

In the current set of studies, we test whether people perceive that a commitment is in place 

when reliance is mutually known. Our findings indicate that the accounts offered by 

5JN$­³ª N¦ J«T >JÊŵ J´ ÇXӃӃ J´ MÉ ?NJ«Ӄ­«ŵ « NXӃÉ ³XZӃXNº °X­°ӃXŻ´ ¤ÄTzªX«º´ Ç|X« J´¦XT º­

evaluate ecologically valid scenarios. 

A|X³X  ´ ªÄN| TXMJºX J³­Ä«T º|X «­º ­« ­Z żN­ªª­« ¦«­ÇӃXTzXŽŸ ?N|XӃӃ «z(1980) and 

Lewis (1969) point out that coordination games can be solved by assumptions of recursive 

common knowledge between agents, and Schiffer (1972) defines common knowledge as a 

hierarchy of propositions that pose strong inferential demands (I know that you know that I 

know that you know, etc.). However, many acknowledge that agents cannot entertain infinite 

recursive epistemic states, and several deflationary accounts provide more plausible 

psychological implementations, such as the availability of the given information in the common 

ground (Carpenter & Liebal, 2011; Lewis, 1978; Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995, Chapter 8; 

Vanderschraaf & Sillari, 2014). Following these cognitively realistic accounts, we understand 

mutual knowledge in the minimal sense of availability of the information in the common 

ground, and not as recursive higher-order knowledge. In our experiments, we describe 

´NX«J³ ­´  « Ç| N| ´­ªX TXz³XX ­Z ªÄºÄJӃ ¦«­ÇӃXTzX ­Z ­«XŻ´ ³XӃ J«NX  ´ °³X´X«ºŵ º|Jº  ´ŵ  «

Ç| N| º|X JzX«º´ Jº ӃXJ´º ¦«­Ç º|Jº ­«X JzX«º Ç ӃӃ ³XӃÉ ­« º|X ­º|X³ JzX«ºŻ´behaviour. 

#Ä ӃT «z Ä°­« 5JN$­³ª N¦ J«T >JÊŵ ?NJ«Ӄ­«ŵ J«T 5 N|JXӃŵ ?XMJ«Êŵ J«T 1«­MӃ N|Ż´(Michael 

et al., 2016a, 2016b) theories, we hypothesise that people have a sense that an agentƊthe 

ż́ X«TX³ŽƊis committed to performing X (to believe that the sender is committed, to attribute 
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blame and to experience negative emotions if the sender does not perform X), if the following 

conditions are met: (i) The sender has led a second agent (the recipient) to rely on her to do 

something, and (ii) this is mutually known by the two agents. We operationalise the notion of 

reliance as the recipient changing her course of action based on her expectations of X 

occurring.  The phenomenon of reliance is often expressed by the recipient with idiomatic 

XÈ°³X´´ ­«´ ´ÄN| J´ ż. Jªrelying ­« É­ÄŽŵ Ç| N| ªJ¦X XÈ°Ӄ N º º|X ZJNº º|Jº NX³ºJ « XÈ°XNºJº ­«´

are in place, and that the recipient will act accordingly. 

In our studies, we consider instances in which it is mutually known that one action of an 

agent (the sender) has led a second agent (the recipient) to expect her to perform an action X, 

independently of whether the sender has verbally acknowledged those expectations. In order 

º­  «ÆX´º zJºX Ç|Xº|X³ J ³XN ° X«ºŻ´ ³eliance (when it is mutually known) is one factor 

determining whether a sense of commitment arises, we thus implemented four studies in which 

we presented participants with scenarios where a sender fails to do X, and manipulated mutual 

knowledge and the meJ«´ MÉ Ç| N| º|X ³XN ° X«ºŻ´ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ ÇX³X ³J ´XTŷ X º|X³ Æ J J«

explicit speech act, or through non-verbal events. On the basis of our hypothesis, we predicted 

º|Jº °J³º N °J«º´Ż Jºº ºÄTX´ JM­Äº Ç|Xº|X³ J N­ªª ºªX«º |J´ MXX« Æ ­ӃJºXT ƎJ«T JM­Äº º|X

extent to which the commitment violation warrants blame and more reputational 

N­«´X²ÄX«NX´Ə Ç­ÄӃT TX°X«T ­« Ç|Xº|X³ º|X ³XN ° X«ºŻ´ ³XӃ J«NX ÇJ´ ªÄºÄJӃӃÉ ¦«­Ç«ŵ

whereas the means by which mutual knowledge has been created would not significantly 

impact partiN °J«º´Ż XÆJӃÄJº ­«´Ÿ 

 

2.1 Study 2a 

The first study we conducted was designed to test the hypothesis that mutual knowledge 

of reliance is a sufficient condition for triggering commitment. To this end, we presented 

participants with vignettes describing everyday situations in which a sender failed to fulfil  the 

expectations of the recipient. We measured the perception of a commitment being in place by 

°³­ª°º «z J «­³ªJº ÆX ¤ÄTzªX«º JM­Äº º|X ´X«TX³Ż´behaviour (normative question), by asking 

whether the situatio n triggered a feeling of annoyance (affective question), and by probing to 

what extent the participant herself would be willing to interact with the sender in the future 

(partner choice question). 
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Methods 

Participants 

We implemented a between-subjects design on an online platform (SurveyMonkey, 

http://www.surveymonkey.com). Since previous online studies conducted in our lab indicated 

that non-paid participants present high rates of incomplete and invalid surveys, we opted for a 

large sample size. A power analysis using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2007) indicated that a total 

sample size of 308 participants would be needed to detect a medium effect size (f = 0.25) with 

a predicted statistical power of 98% using a one-way ANOVA with alpha at .05. Since we 

planned to run non-parametric tests, we added 15% to our desired sample (Lehmann, 2006). 

We anticipated that about 25% of participants would not complete the experiment and answer 

the control questions correctly. Participants were 536 adults, recruited via social media, e-mail, 

and word of mouth. Data was discarded from participants who did not complete the survey (N 

= 118) or failed one or more control questions (N = 49), and also from participants who reported 

being younger than 18 years old (N = 6). This left a total sample size of 364 participants (173 

females; Mage = 25.80 years, SD = 6.95)Ɗ129 in the No mutual knowledge condition, 128 in the 

Implicit mutual knowledge condition and 107 in the Explicit mutual knowledge condition. The 

sample was composed for 53.6% by North Americans, for 29.2 % by Europeans, and the rest 

17.2 % by participants from other regions. 

Here and elsewhere in this chapter, the methods used were in accordance with the 

international ethical requirements of psychological research and approved by the EPKEB 

(United Ethical Review Committee for Research in Psychology) in Hungary. All participants 

gave their informed consent by ticking a box prior to the experiment.  

Materials and procedure 

Participants were asked to read different hypothetical situations in which a sender violates 

J ³XN ° X«ºŻ´ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´Ÿ A|XÉ ÇX³X °³X´X«ºXT Ç º| ­«X ´NX«J³ ­ŵ  « Ç| N| º|X JzX«º´Ż

expectations either are or are not mutually known, and in which the sender acknowledges 

these expectations either verbally or only implicitly . 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: Explicit mutual 

knowledge, Implicit mutual knowledge, or No mutual knowledge. In the Implicit mutual 

knowledge condition, the scenario reads as follows: 

Beth and Ashley are two friends who are planning to go to the seaside for 

the weekend. Ashley insists on leaving as early as possible because she would 

like to reach the beach before noon and have lunch there. She offers to pick 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/
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Beth up at 7 a.m. Beth would rather leave at 9 a.m. and have lunch on the 

way because she hates waking up early. Each of them keeps insisting on her 

own preference, and they wind up getting mad at each other. The 

N­«ÆX³´Jº ­« ­« *³ TJÉ « z|º X«T´ Ç º| #Xº| ºXӁӁ «z  ´|ӁXÉ ź. Ç ӁӁ ÇJ t for you 

Jº ǒ JŶªŶŻŴ J«T  ´|ӁXÉ ºXӁӁ «z #Xº| ź. Ç ӁӁ ° N¦ É­Ä Ä° Jº Ǒ JŶªŶűŻŶ // The same 

evening Beth goes out to a pub with another friend, who tells her about a 

nice bistro on the seaside. She then realizes that it could be nice to leave at 

7 a.m. after all, and reach the seaside in order to have lunch at this bistro. 

She sends a message to inform Ashley that she wants to leave early, as 

Ashley had suggested, and that she will therefore be waiting for Ashley at 7 

a.m. When Beth checks her messaging app, she can see that Ashley read the 

message a couple of minutes after she (Beth) sent it. // In the morning, Beth 

ÇJ¦X´ Ä° XJ³ӁÉ J«T  ´ ³XJTÉ º­ z­ Jº Ǒ JŶªŶ  ´  º |J°°X«´Ŵ Ç|X«  ´|ӁXÉŹ´

alarm rings, she decides to turn it off and sleep a bit longer. Ashley arrives at 

#Xº|Ź´ °ӁJNX Jº ǒ JŶªŶ 

 

In the Explicit mutual knowledge condition, the vignette differed insofar as Ashley replied 

with a message saying that she would come at 7am, and in the No mutual knowledge Condition 

the vignette differed in that Ashley did not receive the message (see https://osf. io/gsdzb/for 

the full vignettes) .  After reading one of the vignettes, participants were asked to respond to 

questions about the moral and cooperative character of the agent who changed her course of 

action (the sender). We hold the sense of commitment to be on a continuous scale rather than 

a yes/no phenomenon, so we opted for the use of scales as opposed to binary questions. The 

questions were the following:  

¶ Control question 1: ź º Ç|Jº º ªX T T  ´|ӁXÉ ºXӁӁ #Xº| º|Jº ´|X Ç­ÄӁT ° N¦ #Xº| Ä°ŲŻ[ź º Ǒ

JŶªŶŻŵ źJº ǒ JŶªŶŻŵ źJº ǌǌ JŶªŶŻ]. 

¶ Control question 2: ź º Ç|Jº º ªX T T #Xº| ÇJ«º  ´|ӁXÉ º­ ° N¦ |X³ Ä° MXZ­³X ´|X ƌ#Xº|ƍ

ӁXJ³«XT JM­Äº º|X M ´º³­ŲŻ[ź º Ǒ JŶªŶŻŵ źJº ǒ JŶªŶŻŵ źJº ǌǌJŶªŶŻ]. 

¶ Normative question: ź,­Ç Ç³­«zӁÉ T­ É­Ä º| «¦  ´|ӁXÉ MX|JÆXTŲŻ[źEX³É Ç³­«zӁÉŻŵ ź M º

Ç³­«zӁÉŻŵ ź6­º °J³º NÄӁJ³ӁÉ Ç³­«zӁÉŻŵ ź6­º Jº JӁӁ Ç³­«zӁÉ]). 

¶ Partner choice question: ź.Z É­Ä  ªJz «X É­Ä³´XӁZ  « #Xº|Ź´ ´ ºÄJº ­«Ŵ Ç­ÄӁT É­Ä ZXXӁ Ӂ ¦X

going on J«­º|X³ º³ ° Ç º|  ´|ӁXÉ  « J N­Ä°ӁX ­Z ÇXX¦´ŲŻ[źEX³É ªÄN|Żŵ ź M ºŻŵ ź6­º

°J³º NÄӁJ³ӁÉŻŵ ź6­º Jº JӁӁŻ]. 

https://osf.io/gsdzb/
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¶ Affective question: ź.Z É­Ä  ªJz «X É­Ä³´XӁZ  « #Xº|Ź´ ´ ºÄJº ­«Ŵ Ç­ÄӁT É­Ä ZXXӁ

Z³Ä´º³JºXTƂÄ°´XºƂJ«z³É º­ÇJ³T´  ´|ӁXÉŲŻ [źEX³É ªÄN|Żŵ ź M ºŻŵ ź6­º °J³º NÄӁJ³ӁÉŻŵ ź6­º Jº

JӁӁŻ]. 

¶ Control question 3: ź8« º|X MJ´ ´ ­Z º|X  «Z­³ªJº ­« º|Jº É­Ä |JÆXŴ Ç| N| ­Z º|X Z­ӁӁ­Ç «z

´ºJºXªX«º´  ´ º|X ª­´º JNNÄ³JºXŲŻ[ź ´|ӁXÉ T T «­º ³XNX ÆX #Xº|ƙ´ ªX´´JzX JM­Äº ӁXJÆ «z

XJ³Ӂ X³Żŵ ź ´|ӁXÉ ³X´°­«TXT º­ #Xº|ƙ´ ªX´´JzX JM­Äº ӁXJÆ «z XJ³Ӂ X³Żŵ ź NN­³T «z º­ #Xº|ƙ´

ªX´´Jz «z J°°Ӂ NJº ­«Ŵ ´|X ³XJT º|X ªX´´JzX MÄº T T «­º ³X´°­«TŻ].  

A|X «­³ªJº ÆX ²ÄX´º ­« ÇJ´ TX´ z«XT º­ º³ zzX³ °J³º N °J«º´Ż XÈ°Ӄ N º «­³ªJº ÆX ¤ÄTzªX«º´

about the sender.  We predicted that they would evaluat e the sender to having misbehaved 

more often in the two mutual knowledge conditions than in the No mutual knowledge 

N­«T º ­«ŵ J´ °J³º N °J«º´Ż ¤ÄTzªX«º´ J´ º­ Ç|Xº|X³ J N­ªª ºªX«º |J´ MXX« Æ ­ӃJºXT Ç­ÄӃT

TX°X«T ­« Ç|Xº|X³ º|X ³XN ° X«ºŻ´ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ ÇX³X ªÄºÄJӃӃÉ ¦«­Ç«Ÿ FX ZÄ³º|X³ °³XT NºXT

that the explicit versus Implicit mutual knowledge conditions would lead to no significant 

difference in the answers to the questions, as the means by which mutual knowledge was 

created should be irrelevant for such judgments. 

The purpose of the affective and partner choice questions was to control for any mismatch 

between normativ e criteria for commitment and a subtler feeling of commitment or emotional 

disappointment that is not affected by such considerations, as reported by Michael et al. 

(2016b)Ÿ A|X JZZXNº ÆX ²ÄX´º ­« ÇJ´ TX´ z«XT º­ ºJ° °J³º N °J«º´Ż Xª­ºional reactions to the 

violation described. We predicted that they would indicate a higher level of frustration in the 

two mutual knowledge conditions than in the No mutual knowledge condition, with the 

additional prediction that there would be no signific ant difference between the explicit and 

Implicit mutual knowledge conditions. We reasoned that the violation of a commitment would 

lead to a negative emotional reaction, and thus the same factors influencing a normative 

XÆJӃÄJº ­« ­Z º|X JzX«ºŻ´ TXXT Ç­ÄӃT  ª°JNº °J³º N °J«º´Ż ӃXÆXӃ´ ­Z Z³Ä´º³Jº ­«Ÿ 

The partner choice question was designed to probe whether people might engage in a 

partner choice strategy following the violation of a commitment. We predicted that they would 

more likely indicate a lower willi ngness to interact with the sender in the future in the two 

mutual knowledge conditions than in the No mutual knowledge condition, with the additional 

prediction that there would be no significant difference between the explicit and the Implicit 

mutual knowledge conditions. We reasoned that participants would rather avoid interacting 

with commitment violators, and that the same factors influencing a normative evaluation of 

º|X JzX«ºŻ´ TXXT Ç­ÄӃT º|X³XZ­³X  ª°JNº °J³º N °J«º´Ż °J³º«X³ N|­ NX´Ÿ 
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The control questions were designed to check whether the participant had read the story 

with sufficient care to register the information required in order to answer the target questions. 

Control question 3 was particularly important insofar as it was devised to probe whether 

participants had understood the critical manipulation. The control and the target questions 

were presented to the participants in a randomized order, except for the third control question, 

which was always presented last, since being forced to make a judgment about the epistemic 

states of the agents could influence the other judgments. Data from those who failed to answer 

any of the control questions correctly was discarded from the final sample. 

Results 

To test these hypotheses, we ran a series of Kruskal-Wallis non-parametric tests, and a 

series of post-hoc tests. Given that our measures involve ordinal scales, we opted for using 

appropriate non-parametric rather than metric tests (Liddell & Kruschke, 2018). Here and 

elsewhere in this set of studies, the analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics for 

Windows v.25.0.0. In accordance with our predictions, a Kruskal-Wallis H test showed that 

there was a statistically significant difference in the responses to the normative question, Ħ2(2) 

= 108, p < .001, ĕ2 = 0.29 (large effect size), with a mean rank rate of 110.43 for the No mutual 

knowledge condition, a mean rank rate of 212.52 for the Implicit mutual knowledge condition 

and a mean rank rate of 233.48 for the Explicit mutual knowledge condition. In order to 

determine which condition(s) were responsible for this difference, we ran a series of post hoc 

pairwise comparison tests showing that responses were significantly lower in the No mutual 

knowledge condition than in the Explicit mutual knowledge condition  (p < .001) and in the 

Implicit mutual knowledge condition (p < .001). However, no significant difference was found 

between the Implicit mutual knowledge condition and the Explicit mutual knowledge condition 

(p = .320) (see Figure 2.1). Here and elsewhere, significance values have been adjusted by the 

Bonferroni correction. This confirms the hypothesis that the levels of perceived commitment 

were higher in conditions in which the expectations were mutually known by the agents. 
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Figure 2.1. Level of perceived commitmentƊnormative question. The responses to the normative 
question are significantly lower in the No Mutual Knowledge condition than in the Implicit and the 
Explicit Mutual  Knowledge conditions, KruskalƉWallis Test: N = 363, Ħ2(2) = 108, p < .001, ĕ2 = 0.29. 

 

In accordance with our predictions, the responses to the affective question showed the 

same pattern as for the normative question: A Kruskal-Wallis test revealed that the responses 

were significantly different in the three conditions, Ħ2(2) = 83.5, p < .001, ĕ2 = 0.26 (large effect 

size), with a mean rank rate of 119.38 for the No mutual knowledge condition, a mean rank 

rate of 207.80 for the Implicit mutual knowledge condition and a mean rank rate of 226.75 for 

the Explicit mutual knowledge condition. Again, a series of post hoc pairwise comparison tests 

showed that responses are significantly lower in the No mutual knowledge condition than in 

the Explicit mutual knowledge condition (p < .001) and in the Implicit mutual knowledge 

condition (p < .001). No significant difference was found between the Implicit mutual 

knowledge condition and the Explicit mutual knowledge condition (p = .773) (see Figure 2.2). 

The responses to the affective question predictably correlated with the responses to the 

normative question, rs (364) = .53, p < .001. 
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Figure 2.2. Level of perceived commitmentƊaffective question. The responses to the affective question 
are significantly lower in the No Mutual Knowledge condition than in the Implicit and the Explicit Mutual 
Knowledge conditions, KruskalƉWallis Test: N = 363, Ħ2(2) = 83.5, p < .001, ĕ2 = 0.26. 

 

The pattern presented above is confirmed for the partner choice question: The responses, 

ºJ°° «z °J³º N °J«ºŻ´ Ç ӃӃ «z«X´´ º­  «ºX³JNº JzJ « Ç º| º|X ´X«TX³ŵ ÇX³X ´ z« Z NJ«ºӃÉ T ZZX³X«º

in the three conditions, Kruskal-Wallis Test, Ħ2(2) = 40.4, p < .001, ĕ2 = 0.11 (medium effect 

size), with a mean rank rate of 226.01 for the No mutual knowledge condition, a mean rank 

rate of 152.71 for the Implicit mutual knowledge condition and a mean rank rate of 165.68 for 

the Explicit mutual knowledge condition. To check that the critical difference lay between the 

No mutual knowledge condition and the others, we ran a series of post-hoc tests that showed 

that the responses are significantly higher in the No mutual knowledge condition than in the 

Explicit mutual knowledge condition (p < .001) and in the Implicit mutual knowledge condition 

(p < .001). However, no significant difference was found between the Implicit mutual 

knowledge condition and the Explicit mutual knowledge condition (p = .936) (see Figure 2.3). 

These results rule out the possibility that participants, while responding to the normative 

question, were already engaging in some partner choice strategy or implicit disapproval without 

zX«Ä «XӃÉ XÆJӃÄJº «z º|X ³ °J³º«X³Ż´behaviour as morally wrong. 
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Figure 2.3. Level of perceived commitmentƊpartner choice question. The responses to the partner 
choice question are significantly higher in the No mutual knowledge condition than in the Implicit and 
the Explicit mutual knowledge conditions, KruskalƉWallis Test: N = 363, Ħ2(2) = 40.4, p < .001, ĕ2 = 0.11. 

 

The responses to the partner choice question correlated both with the responses to the 

normative question, rs = .422, p < .001, and with the responses to the affective question, rs = 

.459, p < .001. 

Discussion 

The results corroborated our predictions. Participants evaluated the sender more severely 

in cases in which the sender had led the recipient to rely on her (and this reliance was mutually 

known), irrespective of how mutual knowledge had been formed (i.e., whether the sender 

performed a speech act or not). 

;J³º N °J«º´Ż Ç ӃӃ «z«X´´ º­ X«zJzX  « J« Ä«´°XN Z XT ZÄºÄ³X  «ºX³JNº ­« Ç º| º|X ´X«TX³ ÇJ´

influenced by this factor, but not as strongly as their affective response or their normative 

evaluation of the sender. There are several possible explanations of this. People take into 

account several types of information when reasoning about whether one is a desirable partner, 

information that spans from her competence in a relevant domain (e.g., whether Thomas a 

good tennis player, if I have to team for a tennis tournament) to her benevolence and 

willingness to cooperate (e.g., whether Thomas is moved by benevolent intentions) (S. T. Fiske 

et al., 2007; Heintz et al., 2016). Violating previous commitments is surely among the latter 
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considerations, but it is reasonable to assume that in the scenario there were other implicit 

commitments in place between the two agents in addition to the one that was violated, 

commitments that maybe weight more, as the ones entailed by being friends, and an 

assumption of reliability due to the (inferred) history of the friendship. When asked about 

future potential interactions, pa rticipants might have taken these factors into account. 

Furthermore, after responding to the normative question, participants might have been 

satisfied with having attributed blame to the violator, and therefore considered that an 

additional precaution wou ld be redundant. 

Given that vignettes may be open to a broad range of interpretations, and in light of the 

inherent noisiness of online data collection, we designed Study 2b to replicate the results of 

Study 2a using different vignettes. 

 

2.2 Study 2b 

Study 2b was designed to implement two different scenarios. Before analysing the data, 

we ran a preliminary test to check whether the different scenario presented to the participants 

influenced their responses. An independent-measure Mann-Whitney U test revealed that the 

responses to the normative question were significantly different between the two scenarios, 

Mann Whitney: N = 204, U = 2846.5, p < .001. The responses to the affective question were 

also found to be significantly different, Mann Whitney: N = 204, U = 3539, p < .001, as well as 

the responses to the partner choice question, Mann Whitney: N = 204, U = 3424, p < .001. 

These results persuaded us to run additional tests separately and to consider the two scenarios 

as different studies. We therefore considered the data from the one scenario as Study 2b, and 

the data from the other scenario as Study 2c. 

Compared with Study 2a, in Study 2b we modified an element that might plausibly be 

³XӃXÆJ«º º­ °J³º N °J«º´Ż  «terpretation of the situation, namely the nature of the relationship 

between the two agentsƊthat is, in Study 2a the two agents were friends, whereas in Study 

2b they were colleagues. We implemented mutual knowledge in a similar fashion, that is, via 

an automatic in-built function of a communication device. This limits the plausible deniability 

for the sender of not having been exposed to the relevant information.  
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Methods 

Participants 

We used SurveyMonkey to implement a web-based paradigm with a between-subjects 

design. In anticipation of an effect size similar to what was observed in Study 2a, a power 

analysis using G*Power 3.1 indicated that a total sample size of 231 participants would be 

needed to detect the expected effect size (f = 0.22) (derived from a predicted statistical power 

of 85% using a one-way ANOVA with alpha at .05). We added 15% to our desired sample, thus 

we aimed for a sample size of 265 participants. In total, 265 adults completed the experiment, 

each of whom was rewarded with $ 0.45. Data was discarded from participants who did not 

complete the survey (N = 11) or failed one or more control questions (N = 48), and technical 

errors (N = 2) leaving a total of 204 participants in the final data set. 123 participants were 

assigned to Study 2 (76 females; Mage = 40.67 years, SD = 12.91), 52 in the No mutual 

knowledge condition, 40 in the Implicit mutual knowledge condition and 31 in the Explicit 

mutual knowledge condition. As participants were recruited via Amazon M-Turk 

(https://www.mturk.com ), the sample was composed entirely by North Americans. 

Materials and procedure 

As a replication of Study 2a, we followed the very same procedure: Participants were again 

randomly assigned to one of three between-subjects conditions (Explicit mutual knowledge, 

Implicit mutual knowledge, No mutual knowledge). In the Implicit mutual knowledge condition, 

the scenario reads as follows: 

Betty is a researcher and she is about to attend a workshop in New York 

along with her team. She is now at the airport, waiting to board her flight. 

Her colleague and co-presenter Ann will be flying directly to New York from 

her hometown and meeting Betty and the rest of the team at the workshop. 

While thinking about her presentation at the boarding gate, Betty realizes 

that it would be a good idea to include an analysis that Ann did a year earlier. 

This would help them to impress the team leader at the workshop. // So 

Betty sends an e-mail to Ann, asking her to bring this material to New York. 

When Betty arrives in New York, the night before the workshop, she checks 

her e-mail inbox. She sees that she has ³XNX ÆXT J ³XJT ³XNX °º Z³­ª  ««Ź´

account, confirming that she (Ann) read the e-mail a couple of minutes after 

Betty sent it. // As it happens, Ann did not bring her hard-drive with the 

earlier analysis to New York. So she and Betty do not have this material at 

https://www.mturk.com/
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the workshop, and do not manage to impress their team leader with their 

results. 

 

In the Explicit mutual knowledge condition, the vignette differs insofar as the sender gives 

a verbal explicit reassurance to the recipient, whereas in the No mutual knowledge condition 

the vignette differs as the sender did not receive the information that the recipient was relying 

on her.  

The target questions were the same as in Study 2a, with minor adjustments related to the 

activity in which the characters were intX«T «z º­ X«zJzXŸ FX JzJ « N­«º³­ӃӃXT Z­³ °J³º N °J«º´Ż

understanding of the text by asking three control questions, the last of which being particularly 

important because it reveals whether participants understood the critical manipulation. 

The questions were presented to participants in a randomised order, except for control 

question 3, which was always presented last, since we determined that could influence 

responses to the other questions. Responses from those who failed to answer the control 

questions correctly were discarded from the final sample. 

Results 

The results are in line with those of Study 2a. A Kruskal-Wallis Test showed that the 

responses to the normative question were significantly different in the three conditions, Ħ2(2) 

= 25.8, p < .001, ĕ2 = 0.21 (medium effect size), with a mean rank rate of 44.36 for the No 

mutual knowledge condition, a mean rank rate of 71.06 for the Implicit mutual knowledge 

condition and a mean rank rate of 79.90 for the Explicit mutual knowledge condition. A series 

of post-hoc pairwise comparisons tests showed that the responses were significantly lower in 

the No mutual knowledge condition than in the Explicit mutual knowledge condition (p < .001) 

and in the Implicit mutual knowledge condition (p = .001). No significant difference was found 

between the Implicit mutual knowledge condition and the Explicit mutual knowledge condition, 

(p = .820) (see Figure 2.4). 
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Figure 2.4. Level of perceived commitmentƊnormative question. The responses to the normative 
question are significantly lower in the No mutual knowledge condition than in the Implicit and the 
Explicit mutual knowledge conditions, KruskalƉWallis Test: N = 123, Ħ2(2) = 25.8, p < .001, ĕ2 = 0.21. 

 

Consistently with the previous findings, the responses to the affective question showed a 

similar pattern compared to the normative question: A Kruskal-Wallis Test showed that the 

responses were significantly different in the three conditions, Ħ2(2) = 7.5, p = .024, ĕ2 = 0.06 

(small effect size), with a mean rank rate of 53.30 for the No mutual knowledge condition, a 

mean rank rate of 64.56 for the Implicit mutual knowledge condition and a mean rank rate of 

73.29 for the Explicit mutual knowledge condition. However, a series of post-hoc pairwise 

comparison tests showed that the responses were significantly lower in the No mutual 

knowledge condition than in the Explicit mutual knowledge condition (p = .023) but not 

significantly lower than in the Implicit mutual knowledge condition (p = .315). as predicted, no 

significant difference is found between the Implicit mutual knowledge condition (and the 

Explicit mutual knowledge condition (p = .808) (see Figure 2.5). The responses to the affective 

question predictably correlated with the responses to the normative question, rs (123) = .584, 

p < .001. 
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Figure 2.5. Level of perceived commitmentƊaffective question . The responses to the affective question 
are significantly lower in the No mutual knowledge condition than in the Implicit and the Explicit mutual 
knowledge conditions, KruskalƉWallis Test: N = 123, Ħ2(2) = 7.5, p = .024, ĕ2 = 0.06. 

 

The responses to the partner choice question confirmed the results found in Study 1: The 

responses were significantly different in the three conditions, Kruskal-Wallis Test, Ħ2(2) = 20.3, 

p < .001, ĕ2 = 0.17 (medium effect size), with a mean rank rate of 77.84 for the No mutual 

knowledge condition, a mean rank rate of 52.15 for the Implicit mutual knowledge condition 

and a mean rank rate of 48.15 for the Explicit mutual knowledge condition. Again, a series of 

post hoc pairwise comparisons tests were run. The results showed that the responses were 

significantly higher in the No mutual knowledge condition than in the Explicit mutual 

knowledge condition (p < .001) and in the Implicit mutual knowledge condition (p = .001). 

Consistently with our hypothesis, no significant difference was found between the Implicit 

mutual knowledge condition and the Explicit mutual knowledge condition (p = 1.000) (see 

Figure 2.6). 
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Figure 2.6. Level of perceived commitmentƊpartner choice question. The responses to the partner 
choice question are significantly higher in the No mutual knowledge condition than in the Implicit mutual 
knowledge and the Explicit mutual knowledge condition, KruskalƉWallis Test, N = 123, Ħ2(2) = 20.3, p < 
.001, ĕ2 = 0.17. 

 

The responses to the partner choice question correlated significantly with the responses 

to the normative question, rs (123) = .556, p < .001, and with the responses to the affective 

question, rs (123) = .553, p < .001. 

Discussion 

The results of this second study confirmed our previous findings. The variation in the 

narrative, as well as the kind of relationship between the two agents, did not affect the pattern 

we observed previously. 

 

2.3 Study 2c 

In Studies 2a and 2b mutual knowledge resulted from a technological device. We designed 

Study 2c to probe whether commitment can also arise when minimal cues of mutual knowledge 

are present, such as when it results from a joint attentional process. Participants read 

descriptions of what we intended to be evidence of mutual knowledge: eye contact, joint 

attention to a relevant stimulus, and ostensive silence (as suggested by Carpenter & Liebal, 

2011). Furthermore, in Studies 2a and 2b the No mutual knowledge conditions present the 
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following structure: The sender does not lead the recipient to rely on X, and No mutual 

knowledge JM­Äº º|X ³XN ° X«ºŻ´reliance is present. To more directly test our claim that a sense 

of commitment is critically influenced also by the fact that it is mutually known by the agents 

º|Jº º|X ´X«TX³ |JT ³J ´XT º|X ³XN ° X«ºŻ´ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ŵ ?ºÄTÉ2c implemented a situation in 

which the sender always led the recipient to rely on X: In the No mutual knowledge condition, 

this is unknown to the sender, while this is mutually known by the agents in both the Implicit 

mutual knowledge and in the Explicit mutual knowledge conditions.  

Methods 

Participants 

Participants were recruited together with participants for Study 2 b. From the original 

dataset, 81 participants were assigned to Study 2c (44 females; Mage = 37.48 years, SD = 10.88), 

20 in the No mutual knowledge condition, 23 in the Implicit mutual knowledge condition and 

38 in the Explicit mutual knowledge condition. As participants were recruited via Amazon M-

Turk, the sample was composed entirely by North Americans. 

Materials and procedure 

In the Implicit mutual knowledge condition, the scenario reads as follows: 

Jenny and Lisa are two colleagues who work at the same office and get along 

well. This coming Friday evening, there is an office party taking place in the 

office lounge. Jenny thinks that it would be a good idea to attend the party, 

but she usually feels very awkward at such events. Everyone in the office, 

included Lisa, knows that Jenny always attends parties like this if Lisa, who 

is very chatty and easygoing, also attends. // On Friday morning, Jenny and 

Lisa are talking with their boss about the party in the evening. Since Lisa was 

carrying a couple of bottles of wine to the lounge, Jenny inferred that she 

was intending to go to the party. So she says to both Lisa and their boss that 

she will be at the party and º|Jº ´|X  ´ Ӂ­­¦ «z Z­³ÇJ³T º­ ºJ´º «z 2 ´JŹ´ Ç «XŶ

Lisa smiles to her, and the boss replies that he is happy that she (Jenny) will 

be attending. // However, on Friday afternoon Lisa gets a call from a friend 

whom she hasn't seen for a long time. Lisa then decides not to go to the 

party. Jenny is very bored and does not particularly like any of the people at 

the party. She wishes that she had spent the evening somewhere else.  
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The procedure was identical to the one of Study 2b, and the target and control questions 

were the same as in Study 2a, with minor corrections related to the activity the characters 

would engage. 

Results 

The results show very different patterns. A Kruskal-Wallis test revealed that the responses 

to the normative question were significantly different in the three conditions, Ħ2(2) = 6.05, p = 

.048, ĕ2 = 0.08 (small effect size). A series of post hoc tests showed no significant differences 

between each of the three conditions: A marginally significant difference was found between 

the No mutual knowledge condition and the Explicit mutual knowledge condition (p = .078); a 

non-significant difference between the No mutual knowledge condition and the Implicit mutual 

knowledge condition (p = 1.000); and a non-significant difference between the Implicit mutual 

knowledge condition and the Explicit mutual knowledge condition (p = .224). 

In contrast to the previous findings, the responses to the affective question were not 

significantly differe nt in the three conditions, Kruskal-Wallis test, Ħ2(2) = 1.325, p = .516. The 

responses to the affective question correlated significantly with responses to the normative 

question, rs (81) = .573, p < .001. 

And again, the responses to the partner choice question were not significantly different in 

the three conditions, Kruskal-Wallis testŴ Ħ2(2) = 3.865, p = .145. The responses to the partner 

choice question correlated significantly both with the responses to the normative question, rs 

(81) = .281, p = .011, and with the responses to the affective question, rs (81) = .358, p < .001. 

Discussion 

It seems that the changes we implemented in Study 2c  «ZӃÄX«NXT °J³º N °J«º´Ż ³X´°­«´X´Ÿ

The results of Study 2c, which were not predicted, could be explained in three different ways: 

(a) the way we implemented mutual knowledge may not have been clear to participantsƊthis 

is partially confirmed by the fact that almost one third of our participants ( N = 32, 27.6%) failed 

the comprehension question about the epistemic stance of the sender, thus undermining the 

reliability of the correct answers; (b) the cues of joint attention we described, that is, eye 

contact, are not by themselves sufficient cues to mutual knowledge, contrary to previous 

evidence (Thomas et al., 2014; Siposova et al., 2018); (c) the study on its own lacked the power 

needed to detect a smaӃӃ XZZXNº ´ ÊXŶ ­³ ƎTƏ º|X ZJNº º|Jº º|X ³XN ° X«ºŻ´ ³XӃ J«NX  ´ º|X ­«ӃÉ ZJNº­³

influencing a sense of commitment, provided that these expectations were raised by the sender 

but  irrespective of whether this is mutually known.  
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We believe that both (a) and (c) are likely explanations. Thus, we ran an additional study 

to address these concerns. Having only one type of vignette, we maintained a higher sample 

size to assure that the test would have enough statistical power, and we decided to present 

the story with a different modality rather than a verbal vignette.  

 

2.4 Study 2d 

Given that the inconclusive results of Study 2c might have been due to the way we 

implemented the manipulation, we decided to replicate the study with a different design. We 

therefore implemented a different story, in which mutual knowledge was established by a joint 

attentional process rather than by a technological device. We also chose a different modality 

rather than a verbal narration of hypothetical events, namely a photo-story, with r eal people 

acting out a script. This particular design also has the advantage of increasing the plausibility 

of the scenario, which is now more likely to be interpreted as something the participants are 

witnessing rather than merely imagining, thus increasing the ecological validity. 

Methods 

Participants 

We used SurveyMonkey to implement a web-based paradigm with a between-subjects 

design. In view of the small effect sizes found in the previous studies, a power analysis using 

G*Power 3.1 indicated that a total sample size of 303 participants would be needed to detect 

the expected effect size (f = 0.18) (derived from a predicted statistical power of 80% using a 

one-way ANOVA with alpha at .05). We added 15% to our desired sample, thus we aimed to 

collect 348 participants. We included data from those participants who had already begun the 

experiment when M -Turk registered that this number had been reached. Our data set 

therefore comprised 370 adults, who were rewarded with $0.60 each. Data was discarded 

from participants who did not complete the survey ( N = 15) or who failed one or more control 

question (N = 117), totalling  238 participants (121 females; Mage = 38.30 years, SD = 12.26)Ɗ

93 in the No mutual knowledge condition, 64 in the Implicit mutual knowledge condition and 

81 in the Explicit mutual knowledge condition. 

Materials and procedure 

Participants were presented with the same basic scenario: For one group of participants 

the expectations of the agents were not mutually known, for a second group these 

expectations were mutually known because the sender acknowledged them explicitly, and for 
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a third group these expectations were mutually known because the sender acknowledged them 

implicitly. 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the three between-subjects conditions 

(Explicit mutual knowledge, Implicit mutual knowledge, No mutual knowledge). The scenario 

was presented as a photo story, as depicted in Figure 2.7. 

 

    

Figure 2.7. Participants were presented with photo stories which differed according to the three 
conditions (here an extract from the Implicit mutual knowledge condition).  

 

In the Explicit mutual knowledge condition, the vignette diffe rs insofar as the sender gives 

an explicit verbal reassurance to the recipient, whereas in the No mutual knowledge condition 

the vignette differs insofar as the sender was not exposed to the information.  The target 

questions were the same as in Study 2a, with minor adjustments related to the activity the 

JNº­³´ ÇX³X X«zJzXT  «Ÿ FX N­«º³­ӃӃXT Z­³ °J³º N °J«º´Ż Ä«TX³´ºJ«T «z ­Z º|X ºXÈº MÉ J´¦ «z

two control questions. The second control question was particularly important because it 

revealed whether participants had understood the critical manipulation. Since being forced to 

make a judgment about the epistemic states of the agents could have an effect on responses 

to the other test questions, this question was always presented last and on a different page. 

Except for the second control question, which was always presented last, the questions were 

presented to the participants in a randomized order. Data from those who failed to answer the 

control questions correctly were discarded from the final sample. 

Results 

We predicted that responses to the normative question would be significantly higher in 

the Explicit mutual knowledge and in Implicit mutual knowledge conditions than in the No 

mutual knowledge condition. Critically for our hypothesis, we predicted that the rates would 

not be significantly different between the Explicit mutual knowledge and the Implicit mutual 
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knowledge conditions. To test these hypotheses, we ran a Kruskal-Wallis non-parametric test 

and a series of post hoc tests per measure. 

Consistently with the predictions, a Kruskal-Wallis test revealed that the responses to the 

normative question were significantly different in the three conditions, Ħ2(2) = 34.1, p < .001, 

ĕ2 = 0.14 (medium effect size), with a mean rank rate of 89.49 for the No mutual knowledge 

condition, a mean rank rate of 139.55 for the Implicit mutual knowledge condition and a mean 

rank rate of 138.11 for the Explicit mutual knowledge condition). A series of post hoc tests 

showed that the responses were significantly lower in the No mutual knowledge condition than 

in the Explicit mutual knowledge condition, p < .001); and in the implicit commitment condition 

(p < .001). However, no significant difference was found between the Implicit mutual 

knowledge condition and the Explicit mutual knowledge condition (p = 1.000) (see Figure 2.8). 

This confirms the hypothesis that the levels of perceived commitment are higher in conditions 

in which the expectations are mutually known by the agents. 

 

 

Figure 2.8. Level of perceived commitmentƊnormative question. The responses to the normative 
question are significantly lower in the No mutual knowledge condition than in the Implicit and the 
Explicit Mutual Knowledge conditions, KruskalƉWallis Test: N = 238, Ħ2(2) = 34.1, p < .001, ĕ2 = 0.14. 

 

A Kruskal-Wallis test showed that the responses to the affective question were 

significantly different in the three conditions, Ħ2(2) = 19.3, p < .001, ĕ2 = 0.08 (small effect size), 

with a mean rank rate of 97.34 for the No mutual knowledge condition, a mean rank rate of 
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131.95 for the Implicit mutual knowledge condition and a mean rank rate of 135.10 for the 

Explicit mutual knowledge condition). Consistently with the predictions, the responses showed 

the same pattern as for the normative question: A series of post hoc tests revealed that 

responses were significantly lower in the No mutual knowledge condition than in the Explicit 

mutual knowledge condition (p < .001) and in the Implicit mutual knowledge condition (p = 

.002). However, no significant difference was found between the Implicit mutual knowledge 

condition and the Explicit mutual knowledge condition (p = 1.000) (see Figure 2.9). The 

responses to the affective question were significantly correlated with the responses to the 

normative question, rs (238) = .661, p < .001. 

 

 

Figure 2.9. Level of perceived commitment--affective question. The responses to the affective question 
are significantly lower in the No mutual knowledge condition than in the Implicit and the Explicit mutual 
knowledge conditions, KruskalƉWallis Test: N = 238, Ħ2(2) = 19.3, p < .001, ĕ2 = 0.08. 

 

On the other hand, the pattern presented by the partner choice questions was slightly 

different: The rates of willingness to interact again with the sender were significantly different 

in the three conditions, Kruskal-Wallis test: N = 238, Ħ2(2) = 9.30, p = .010, ĕ2 = 0.04 (small 

effect size), with a mean rank rate of 134.02 for the No mutual knowledge condition, a mean 

rank rate of 103.98 for the Implicit mutual knowledge condition and a mean rank rate of 115.10 

for the Explicit mutual knowledge condition. A series of post hoc pairwise comparisons tests 

revealed no significant difference between the No mutual knowledge condition and the Explicit 
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mutual knowledge condition (p = .142), but rates were significantly higher in the No mutual 

knowledge condition than in the  Implicit mutual knowledge condition (p = .010). No significant 

difference was found between the Implicit mutual knowledge condition and the Explicit mutual 

knowledge condition (p = .867) (see Figure 2.10). 

 

 

Figure 2.10. Level of perceived commitmentƊpartner choice question. The responses to the partner 
choice question are significantly higher in the No mutual knowledge condition than in the Implicit and 
the Explicit mutual knowledge conditions, KruskalƉWallis Test: N = 238, Ħ2(2) = 9.30, p = .010, ĕ2 = 0.04. 

 

The responses to the partner choice question were significantly correlated both with the 

responses to the normative question, rs (238) = .415, p < .001, and with the responses to the 

affective question, rs (238) = .367, p < .001. 

Discussion 

The results of this study confirm the predictions and replicated the results found in Study 

2a and Study 2bŸ A|X ZJNº º|Jº º|X ³XN ° X«ºŻ´ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ ÇX³X ³J ´XT MÉ º|X ´X«TX³ X«|J«NX´

participantŻ´ ´X«´X ­Z N­ªª ºªX«º ­«ӃÉ Ç|X« º| ´  ´ ªÄºÄJӃӃÉ ¦«­Ç« MÉ º|X JzX«º´Ÿ A|X «XÇ

ªXº|­T­Ӄ­zÉ JӃ´­ N­«ÆXÉ´ º|X  TXJ º|Jº Ç|X«  º  ´ XJ´ X³ º­ º³JN¦ °J³º N °J«º´Ż X° ´ºXª N ´ºJºX´ŵ

eye contact is a sufficient trigger of mutual knowledge, as found by Thomas et al. (2014). 
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2.5 Discussion of Study 2 

There are several ways in which a sender can lead a recipient to expect and rely on X, such 

as uttering a statement that constitutes a commissive speech act, performing an action, or 

simply omitting to preven t someone from having expectations. For instance, if your friend 

wants you to attend her party, and you both know that unless you say otherwise, she would 

expect you to attend, then your silence may be taken to signal your intention to attend, and 

may thereby generate a sense of commitment to attend. Such cases show that commitment 

can arise even when the sender does not utter a commissive speech act, such as a promise or 

an oath, although such acts are efficient means of making expectations mutually known. 

2 ¦XÇ ´Xŵ  º  ´ «­º «XNX´´J³É º|Jº º|X ´X«TX³ XÈ°Ӄ N ºӃÉ JN¦«­ÇӃXTzX |X³ ³XN ° X«ºŻ´ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ŵ

nor that the sender intended to cause her recipient to expect X for a commitment to arise. For 

instance, if your dog notices that you are picking up a ball that had been lying on the floor, it is 

plausible that you will feel committed to playing fetch together, since your action, although 

unintended, has generated an expectation on the part of your dog that you will play fetch 

together  (see Michael et al., 2016a). Thus, a sense of commitment can arise if the sender leads 

(voluntarily or not) the recipient to have expectations about her behaviour, if the recipient relies 

on this expectation, and if this mutually known by them.  

This is indeed what we found across a series of four studies. More precisely, we found 

evidence in support of the hypothesis that the perception of commitment is critically 

influenced by the extent to which the fact that a recipient has been led by a sender to expect 

her to do X (Studies 2a and 2b), and that the recipient is going to rely on her to do X, is mutually 

known (Study 2d). If it is mutually known that a recipient has been led by a sender to expect 

her to do X, and that the recipient is going to rely on her to doing X, but the sender does not 

do X, the recipient will hold her accountable. In line with this, the results from our studies 

indicate that participants evaluated the sender more severeӃÉ Ç|X« º|X ³XN ° X«ºŻ´ ³XӃ J«NX ÇJ´

mutually known than when it was not, irrespective of how their mutual knowledge had been 

established (i.e., whether or not the sender performed a speech act). It is worth noting that 

across the four studies the degree of certainty that the agents could have about whether the 

knowledge was mutual (i.e., whether there was first-order, second-order, or higher-order 

¦«­ÇӃXTzX JM­Äº º|X ³XN ° X«ºŻ´ ³XӃ J«NXƏ ªJÉ ÇXӃӃ |JÆX T ZZX³XTƊin Studies 2c and 2d, in 

which mutual knowled ge is implemented via cues of joint attention, the degree of certainty is 

greater than in Studies 2a and 2b, in which mutual knowledge is implemented via in-built 

features of the technological device used. As much as deniability is reduced in these latter 

cases, some degree of uncertainty is still present. It is interesting to note, however, that even 
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in these cases in which it is unclear whether knowledge is mutual or shared, people would often 

still negotiate in terms of what judgments would be made if kn owledge were mutual (see 

Misyak & Chater, 2014). 

Our findings are difficult to reconcile with the hypothesis, suggested by speech act 

theories, that commitments require speech acts indicating the intention of the speaker to incur 

a moral obligation to perform a particular action (or to refrain from doing so) (Austin, 1962; 

Searle, 1969). They are also difficult to reconcile with the conventionalist theories of promises, 

according to which promising is essentially a socially defined convention enabling coordination 

and trust within a group  (Hume, 1739Ɖ1740/2000; Rawls, 1955) . While these views differ in 

important ways, they share at least one important featureƊnamely, they neglect the 

phenomenon of unconventional non-verbal commitment. 

.« N­«º³J´ºŵ ­Ä³ Z «T «z´ ´|­Ç º|Jº ?NJ«Ӄ­«Ż´ JNN­unt of commitment accurately describes 

the way people perceive commitment. Scanlon links commitment to the expectations and the 

reliance of a recipient: According to his theory of promises, the moral norm that we ought to 

keep our promises is grounded in the fact that promises generate expectationsƊthat is, 

promising to do something creates in the recipient the expectation that the sender will do it 

(Scanlon, 1998, pp. 295Ɖ302)Ÿ 8Ä³ ³X´ÄӃº´ J³X JӃ´­ N­«´ ´ºX«º Ç º| 5JN$­³ª N¦ J«T >JÊŻ´ NӃJ ª

that when one individual has intentionally led another to rely on her, she is then committed to 

Ӄ Æ «z Ä° º­ º|X ­º|X³ JzX«ºŻs expectation (1972)ŵ J´ ÇXӃӃ J´ Ç º| + ӃMX³ºŻ´ J«JӃÉ´ ´ŵ Ç| N|

accords a decisive role to common knowledge in the creation of joint commitments, and which 

does not require speech acts (1990, 2006). Furthermore, our findings also accommodate some 

theories of social norms that are grounded in reasonable expectations (Bicchieri, 2006; Sugden, 

2000), and they are consistent with previous studies showing that people exhibit an aversion 

º­ T ´J°°­ «º «z ­º|X³´Ż XÈ°XNºJº ­«´(Dana et al., 2006; Ockenfels & Werner, 2012), provided 

that these expectations are not unreasonable (Heintz et al., 2015). 

It must be noted that speech act theory, conventionalist accounts of promises and social 

norm theories are concerned with the normative components of commitment; that is, they do 

not directly address the issue of its psychological implementation. Thus, none of our findings 

directly refute these theories. On the other hand, our participants did engage in moral 

reasoning, which is better captured by an expectation-based explanation. Study 2a and Study 

2b implement scenarios in which standardized technology-based signals are used as cues to 

acknowledge the recipientŻ´ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´Ÿ 8«X °­ºX«º JӃ Ӄ ª ºJº ­« ­Z º|X´X ´NX«J³ ­´  ´ º|Jº

these standardized technology-based signals could potentially be interpreted as 

conventionalized non-verbal speech acts (like nodding), at least in those groups in which they 
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are commonly used. After all, these signals have the sole function of indicating to the users 

that the message has been received and read. Study 2d, however, overcomes this limitation, 

and strengthens the claim that the perception of commitment is not tied to conventi onal rules 

or agreements. 

8Ä³ Z «T «z´ JӃ´­ N­«Z ³ª º|X °³XT Nº ­« º|Jº °X­°ӃXŻ´ J´´X´´ªX«º´ ­Z N­ªª ºªX«º

violations influence their partner choicesƊeven in cases in which the commitment was not 

generated by any speech act. This is important insofar as it highlights the reputational costs of 

violating commitments even in the absence of speech acts, and thereby also illuminates why 

agents are so often motivated to honour their commitments (with or without speech acts). In 

other words, in cases where the expectations of the recipient are mutual knowledge between 

the recipient and the sender, the sender may anticipate that they would face reputational costs 

if they did not fulfil  these expectations (or at least warn the recipient before disappointing their 

expectations). Specifically, potential partners in the future may not be willing to rely on them, 

and may therefore choose not to interact with them. As a result, even in cases in which it would 

MX  « º|X ´X«TX³Ż´ ´|­³º-term interests not to honour the commitment, the long-term net 

XZZXNº´ ªJÉ MX «XzJº ÆXŸ A| ´  ´ Ç|É ªÄºÄJӃ ¦«­ÇӃXTzX ­Z J ³XN ° X«ºŻ´ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ JM­Äº J

´X«TX³Ż´ ZÄºÄ³X JNº ­«´Ɗin particular in cases in which the expectations derive from an action 

performed by the senderƊcan be sufficient to generate a credible commitment. Interestingly, 

this point resonates with an observation which Hume made within the framework of 

contractualism: He noted that when an agent is expected to perform the action that expressed 

J«  «ºX«º ­« º­ °X³Z­³ªŵ º|X JzX«º ż´ÄM¤XNº´ | ª´XӃZ º­ º|X °X«JӃºÉ ­Z «XÆX³ MX «z º³Ä´ºXT JzJ «

 « NJ´X ­Z ZJ ӃÄ³XŽ(Hume, 1739Ɖ1740/2000, T 3. 2.5.10). While confirming his intuition, our 

results show that this does not presuppose that commitment-keeping is a conventional 

practice; it is sufficient if the information flow within the group enables individuals to select 

their cooperators based on the reputations of the potential partners (Nowak & Sigmund, 2005). 

Our findings also open up new avenues for further investigation. Our manipulation was 

TX´ z«XT º­ ÆJ³É Ç|Xº|X³ º|X ³XN ° X«ºŻ´ ³XӃ J«NX J«T XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ J³X ªÄºÄJӃӃÉ ¦«­Ç«Ÿ FX

implemented mutual knowledge with technology -based signals that limit the plausible 

TX« JM Ӄ ºÉ ­Z ­«XŻ´ ¦«­ÇӃXTzX ­Z º|X °J³º«X³Ż´ ³XӃ J«NXŵ MÄº JӃ´­ Ç º| ª « ªJӃ NÄX´ ­Z ¤­ «º

attention. Some authors have claimed that eye contact is a potent cue of common knowledge, 

as eye contact can indicate to both parties that each is aware of the other attending a certain 

stimulus (in this case, the stimulus is the need of the recipient, and of her reliance on the 

´X«TX³Ż´ JNº ­«Ə (Siposova et al., 2018; see Carpenter & Liebal, 2011; Thomas et al., 2014). It 
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would be important for future research to probe the effects of different ways of generating 

different levels of knowledge.  

Moreover, in the scenarios implemented here, the presence or absence of mutual 

knowledge may also have influenced the degree to which participants attributed expectations 

to the recipient of the commitment. It is possible, for instance that where expectations are not 

mutually known, participants may have doubted whether the recipient really expected the 

sender to perform the action in question. It would be valuable for future studies to manipulate 

mutual knowledge independently of the strength of expectations.   
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Part II. ;J³º«X³Ź´ ³XӁ J«NX JZZXNº´the perception of commitment and 

plausible deniability in communicative contexts 

As outlined in the introduction ( pp. 1-21) people rely on each other when they perceive 

other to be committed to do something that is beneficial  for those who rely. This perception 

of others being committed occurs when there is evidence ­Z ­«XŻ´incentives to honour their 

commitment. When people engage in joint activities, this evidence is related to the pursue of 

the joint goal, namely honouring the commitment translates into doing your part in bringing 

about the joint goal. The same logic applies to communication, which is itself a joint activity in 

which partners are providing, receiving or exchanging information.  

Communication has been claimed to be a type of joint action  or cooperative activity  (H. H. 

Clark, 2006; Grice, 1957; Tomasello, 2008) º|Jº Z­ӃӃ­Ç´ ź³ÄӃX´Ż º|Jº J°°ӃÉ º­ ­º|X³ N­­°X³Jº ÆX

context s. Both in communicative and cooperative contexts, commitment helps solving the 

problem of trusting others  despite the potential opportunities for others to deceive or defect . 

Pragmatists and philosophers of language make use of the notion of commitment to refer to 

the relation that a speaker has with the content conveyed by their communicative act (Austin, 

1962; Searle, 1969; Grice, 1957; Brandom, 1994). Performing a communicative act X commits 

the speaker to certain intentions and beliefs, and to illocutions that derive from X (De Brabanter 

& Dendale, 2008), and brings about normative effects such as discursive responsibilities and 

accountability (Geurts, 2019; Marsili, 2016). When performing a communicative act, and thus 

³J ´ «z º|X ³ JÄT X«NXŻ´ XÈ°XNºJº ­«´ JM­Äº º|X ³XӃXÆJ«NX ­Z º|X N­ªªÄ« NJºXT N­«ºX«º Gŵ J

communicator is committed to the relevance of XƊrelevance that typically overlaps with X 

being true (Van Der Henst et al., 2002; Wilson & Sperber, 2002). 

Perceiving a partner committed to do something that is beneficial, such as providing 

relevant information, occurs when there is evidence of a commitment-reliance relation, such as 

cues that a partner is relying on the information provided. In the following two chapters I will 

show how °J³º«X³Ż´ ³XӃ J«NX N³ º NJӃӃÉ JZZXNº´ ³XӃXÆJ«NXŵ J«T N³ º NJӃӃÉ JZZXNº´the perception of 

commitment; hence the higher the reliance, the higher should be the preventive/compensatory 

discursive responsibilities for the communicator (see also Geurts, 2019). These preventive 

responsibilities include for example making certain contextual assumptions more salient to 

prevent mistaken interpretations to be drawn, using stronger pragmatic cues needed to 

distance themselves from the message and making amendments if there is evidence that  a 

mistaken interpretation was indeed drawn. 
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In Chapter 3, I present three experiments which show that participants perceive agent B 

accountable for a promise violation no matter whether this was explicitly uttered or only 

implied. Critically, this would not occur when an explicit but non -relied on promise is uttered. 

In Chapter 4, I present an experiment which shows that strongly implicated promises (e.g., 

relied on) are perceived as more committal than weakly implicated promises (e.g., less relied 

on), not only because they bring about a higher degree of accountability for the misleading 

speaker, but they are as also judged as less plausibly deniable: more relied on implicated 

promise that are not kept and are further denied cause even higher social consequences for 

the misleading speaker. 
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 Speaker commitment to a N­«ºX«º  ´  «ZӁÄX«NXT MÉ °J³º«X³Ź´ ³XӁ J«NX 

Are speakers perceived to be committed only to what they say, or also to what they mean 

(even when it is not said)? The exact boundaries of the saying-meaning distinction are much 

discussed in semantics and pragmatics (Austin, 1962; Grice, 1957; Searle, 1969; Sperber & 

Wilson, 1986/1995; Carston, 2004; Récanati, 2004; Wilson & Sperber, 2004). Some 

researchers have proposed that this distinction is of key relevance to how commitment is 

created in communication. In particular, researchers of different backgrounds have proposed 

that commitments are stronger when meaning is fully linguistically encoded than when it is 

only implied (Morency et al., 2008; Möschler, 2013; Reboul, 2017). This idea, in short, is that 

we are more strongly committed to what we say than to what we merely mean. Recent 

experimental work has been interpreted as providing empirical grounds for this idea (e.g., Lee 

& Pinker, 2010; Mazzarella et al., 2018). In general, within this literature commitment is 

Ä«TX³´º­­T J´ ´°XJ¦X³´Ż X«T­³´XªX«º ­³ T ´ºJ«NX Z³­ª Ç|Jº º|XÉ N­ªªÄ« NJºX (see e.g., 

Boulat & Maillat, 2017) . 

Here we present theoretical arguments against this picture, and experimental data 

highlighting clear counter-examples. Specifically, we argue that in the most general perspective 

what communicators are committed to is the relevance12 of their communicative behaviour, 

irrespective of whether this is explicitly or implicitly expressed  (§3.1). We then present three 

studies of commitment attribution in the case of promises, contrasting the different roles 

played by (i) the saying-meaning distinction and (ii) the extent to which an audience relies on 

what has been expressed (§§3.2-3.5). Participants were presented with vignettes, comic strips 

and video-clips illustrating everyday situations in which a verbal promise was violated by a 

communicator. We asked them to judge whether a promise was broken, whether the 

communicator is a desirable partner for future interaction, and whet her the communicator is 

accountable for any broken promise. We manipulated whether the content of the promise was 

implicitly or explicitly conveyed and whether the intended audience was likely to rely on the 

promise. Our findings support the hypothesis that the extent to which the audience relies on 

º|X N­ªªÄ« NJº­³Ż´ °³­ª ´Xŵ º| ´ MX «z ªÄºÄJӃӃÉ ¦«­Ç«ŵ  ´ º|X ªJ « ZJNº­³ ӃXJT «z º­ º|X

attribution of commitment to what has been promised, regardless of whether it is explicit (i.e. , 

linguistically encoded) or implied. This leads us to suggest (§3.6) that the social consequences 

of the saying-meaning distinction might be overstated. While this distinction is certainly 

 
12 FX Ä´X ź³XӃXÆJ«NXŻ  « º|X ´X«´X TXZ «XT  « º|X >XӃXÆJ«NX A|X­³É Ӄ ºX³JºÄ³Xŵ J´ J º³JTX-off between 
positive cognitive effects and processing effort (see e.g., Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995). Truth is a 
special case of relevance (Wilson & Sperber, 2002). 
















































































































































































































































