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ABSTRACT
This study explored the effects of commitment on the
persistent behavior in failure situations, using the paradigm of
earlier research.
The study showed an interaction between Choice and Investment:
in circumstances of high personal investment, choice fostered per
sistence in the face of negative outcome information.
Previously, repeated choosing might have been thought to
foster greater commitment. However, in this experiment, persistent
behavior was soon eroded and rationality prevailed. This may have
implications for other experimental findings where enduring traits
of human behavior might now be seen as transient and of short-term
significance only.
Another finding was that subjects perceived correctly their
likely success although,demonstrating persistent behavior In a losing
situation. Thus, irrational behavior cannot be attributed to misperception.
The characteristics of the group of subjects who persisted in
their losing course of action might usefully be researched.
The implications for organizations and for participative
management are also discussed. .
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OVERVIEW
Introduction
The concept of goal-directed behavior suggests that
individuals pursue and invest in courses of action which promise to
lead them to their desired goal. Should evidence suggest to them that
their chosen course of action is unlikely to achieve their end they
are in a situation of potential conflict. On the one hand, the fact
.that the likely outcome is now unfavorable suggests that the course
of action should be abandoned.

On the other hand, there is by now an

investment of time, money or some other valued resource and, if the
action is abandoned, this investment will be lost. The rational de
cision model uses expected utilities (Bernoulli, 1954; Nicholson,
1978) to arrive at a decision which maximizes expected utility. In a
failure situation the rational decision would be to abandon the losing
course of action.

In reaching such a decision, the individual would be

following good accounting practice of recognizing that past costs are
irrelevent to present decisions (Horngren, 1977). Instead, this con
flict situation frequently results in an individual remaining in a
failure situation. It is interesting to consider the reasons for such
so-called irrational behavior.
There has been a growing body of research into this subject
in recent years. It is possible to distinguish two main streams of
research each using a different paradigm. The first such stream of
1

2

research has been the work of Rubin (Rubin and Brockner, 1975),
Brockner (Brockner, Shaw and Rubin, 1979), Shubik (1971) and Teger
(1980) who have explored the behavioral phenomenon which they have
called entrapment.
conditions.

Such situations are distinguished by a number of

Universally, there is an element of gambling present with

the subject committing increasing amounts of resources into the project in pursuit of some valued but uncertain outcome, prize or goal.
Frequently they involve conflict or competition between the subject
and one or more others or between the subject and some instrument such
as a clock or counter regarding the obtaining of a scarce resource.
Another condition is provided by the passage of time whereby, in the
process, expenses are incurred or assets depleted and once such resources have been expended they are irretreviably lost.

Time itself

can also· be regarded as an expense or cost invested or spent in the
venture.

Another distinguishing feature is that the expending of time

or money is not only seen as an expense or loss it is also seen as an
investment towards reaching the goal thus raising a conflicting situation.

Each decision to continue increases the cost which, in turn,

increases the pressure to quit.

At the same time each decision, pre-

sumably, brings the goal nearer which increases the pressure to remain.
In this way the entrapment process becomes a cyclical one, spiralling
upwards with each decision or time interval producing greater investment of time, attention or money, reinforcing the idea that this must
be a losing situation but increasing the probability of bringing the
desired goal nearer (even if it is still a considerable and unknown
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distance away). One of the resulting Irrational outcomes of this is
the fact that many subjects remain in the entrapping situation beyond
the point where the value of the investment equals the value of the
goal, or prize. Thus they commit themselves to a losing situation what
ever the final outcome (Teger, 1980). Gary, in an appendix to Teger
(1980), makes the point that all that is necessary to generate entrap
ment is for one person to have the possibility of winning a little
more out of a situation than another. Should both seek to obtain this
advantage both will lose—even though one "wins" but only in the sense
of losing less than the opponent.
An important feature of the entrapment paradigm is the fact
that the individual is faced with a series of decisions to stay or to
quit some of which decisions he consciously makes, some of which are
made for him by default. Significantly, these decision points are
close together in time and involve incremental and marginal changes
in the individual's position.

The nature of the experiment is such

that each decision involves an Increase in some factors and a decrease
in others and it is not possible to separate any effect that repeating
the decision-making process itself might have compared to the effect
of the changing amount of investment or likelihood of success.
A second stream of research called escalation emanates from
Staw and his colleagues (Staw, 1976, 1981, 1982; Staw and Fox, 1977;
Staw and Ross, 1978). The escalation paradigm Is concerned with a
situation where Individuals have invested in a course of action which
they subsequently learn has turned out badly.

They are then faced
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with a decision to continue the project or not, usually by a major
additional capital investment. Typically, in these situations, a
majority of individuals do not cut their losses but instead (under
certain circumstances) increase their investment in the losing course
of action even though other better alternatives are available..
This behavior which appears irrational has some similarity
with the concept of past or sunk costs CHorngren, 1977). In the first
published study using the escalation paradigm (Staw, 1976) reference
was made to prior psychological studies of related phenomena' namely
"The Gambler's Fallacy" (Lee, 1971) and "The Foot-in-the-Door" tech
nique (Freedman and Fraser, 1966).
Escalation can be described as an increased investment in a
course of action (where persistence entails further resource expendi
ture) in spite of negative feedback about the-likely outcome of that
course of action. Such behavior is contrary to the behavior that
would be expected to result from the application of the rational model
discussed earlier.

This demonstration of persistence in a failure

situation is not an isolated event. It has been replicated in a num
ber of studies (Arkes and Hackett, 1983; Conlon and Wolf, 1980; Staw,
1976; Staw and Fox, 1977; Staw and Ross, 1978).
A further distinguishing feature of both escalation and en
trapment is that decisions made at one point in time have implications
not only for future actions but also for.the interpretation of past
actions. For example, in a failure situation, if the individual
abandons the previously chosen course of action this will clearly
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widen future Investment options. Moreover, the acceptance of past
costs as irrecoverable will affect the financial situation both pres
ent and future. More personally, perhaps, abandoning a previously
chosen course of action may reflect unfavorably on the individual him
self. Involvement in these situations could raise for the individual
retrospective sense-making, self-justification, consistency or cog
nitive dissonance.
A third stream of research in this area of Individual decision
making consists of Wolf and his associates (e.g., Northcraft and Wolf,
1984). This work has been concerned with reconciling the reputedly
irrational behavior of both the escalation paradigm and the entrapment
paradigm with conventional economic decision modelling. Northcraft
and Wolf (1984) have demonstrated that, under some circumstances per
sistence in a losing situation is not irrational. Even when an in
complete capital project is over budget and behind schedule the future
rate of return on capital to be invested may exceed the rate of return
that could be obtained from the same capital if invested elsewhere.
Thus, persistence in a failure situation is not, in and of itself,
evidence of irrationality.
While not all investment decisions made in failure situations
are irrational, many are. In an interesting series of experiments
Arkes and Hackett (1983) demonstrated this irrational behavior in a
variety of individual escalation situations including those of low
monetary value. These situations were researched because the behavior
observed conflicts with conventional rationality or common sense.
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Yet the aberrant behavior observed has a familiarity and a face
validity from everyday personal experience that invites belief. Fast
costs may be Irrecoverable but they continue to exist and obtrude in
our minds according to these investigators.
In sum, persistence in failure situations has been demon
strated in a variety of contexts and cannot be accounted for by
rational economic models of human decision behavior. The purpose of
this paper will be to investigate some other explanations for behavior
in these situations.
Purpose
If economically based rationality is not the basis of
decision-making in escalating (and entrapping) situations, then it
becomes necessary to seek explanation of .such situations elsewhere. The
field of behavioral psychology might offer, among others, such possi
ble explanations as motivation, commitment, cognitive consistency or
self-justification while individual psychology might offer persever
ance or anxiety.
The purposes of this thesis- are fourfold.
First, it discusses the relationship between escalation and
entrapment.
-

Second it investigates whether persistent behavior in failure
situations is a long-lasting or purely transient pattern.

-

Third, it examines the implications of the present research
study for the commitment literature.
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-

Fourth, It will indicate aspects of the phenomenon that
remain unexplained and, hence, are possible subjects for
future research.
Theoretical Discussion
Early research into persistence in the context of investment

decisions in failure situations (Staw, 1976) found an interaction
between high personal responsibility and persistence in the face of
negative outcomes. In losing conditions subjects would invest more
than the subjects in positive outcome conditions; that is, they would
escalate their investment in a failing course of action.

This be

havior was attributed by early research to: (a) commitment on the
part of the individual, (b) an irrevocable first decision and (c)
personal responsibility for the negative outcome ,of the initial de
cision. The underlying theoretical model was put forth as selfjustification (Aronson, 1968, 1972) based on cognitive dissonance
theory (Festinger, 1957).
Subsequent research (Staw and Ross, 1978) indicated that
individuals placed in situations of.previous failure might process
data differently from those in situations of previous success and
that this variable interacted with the locus of causation—endogenous
or exogenous—so that the maximum investment occurred in cases of
previous failure/exogenous causation.

This implied that the original

idea of self-justification motivation was modified into motivation
to protect or re-establish one's competence. This was attributed by
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Staw (Staw and Ross, 1978) to Reactance Theory (Brehm, 1966; Wortman
and Brehm, 1975). This represented an Important difference in that
self-justification is retrospective (Aronson,.1976) whereas reactance
is prospective in its rationality.

Cognitive dissonance theory says

that the individual is concerned with reconciling his external be
havior with his internal conceptions of himself in order to avoid
dissonance. Self-justification Implies that he will do this by com
paring the present with the past in the form of his past behavior or
past values.

Reactance theory implies that the individual will recon

cile any dissonance by directing future behavior in ways that will
restore consonance between his future behavior and his internal cog
nition.
In escalation and entrapment situations the weighting that -the
future has compared to the past in determining the persistent behavior
in failure situations has not been determined. The, rational model
suggests that decisions should be made by comparing future outcomes
with future costs. Experiments appear to show that past costs play a
part in decision-making in some situations. This question of
perspective-taking is an important distinction which plays a recurring
but undetermined part in theoretical discussions on this subject.
Rubin and Brockner and their collaborators (Brockner, Shaw and
Rubin, 1979; Brockner, Rubin and Lang, 1981; Rubin and Brockner, 1975;
Rubin, Brockner, Small-Weil and Nathanson, 1980) imply that entrapment
is situationally determined.

Individuals enter into an investment

situation in pursuit of a goal—the investment can be time, money,
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some other resource or all of the above.

Once having made an

investment without immediate realization of their goal, individuals
are in a conflict situation. By continuing to invest or by staying
in the situation longer—and these two behaviors frequently coincide—
the individual finds that his investment Increases. At the same time
he perceives his goal to be more proximate or its attainment more prob
able. He is under pressure to quit because of the mounting investment
but, simultaneously, he is under pressure to stay both because of the
growing proximity of the goal and even more because of the unwilling
ness to abandon the investment.
Among the features that distinguish the entrapping situation
from rational decision-making is the retrospective view taken by the
subject who 1B unwilling to recognize that past expenditures are
"sunk" in the old accounting sense and, therefore, Irrelevant to any
decision relating to future actions.. Others include the short timehorizon over which the decision-making takes place in the entrapping
situation and the incremental way that the individual accumulates an
Investment in the entrapping situation, sometimes without fully being
aware of it.

Also important is fact that, from one decision to the

next, the individual's perceptions of both past costs and future out
come change only slightly. This makes it all the more likely that
the individual will tend to repeat the last decision which is simply
the latest of a stream of Identical decisions (.to continue). That
is to say the Individual will tend to persist.

The nature of the
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entrapping situation Is to produce a reciprocating effect with each
decision to stay leading to more Investment leading to a further de
cision to stay.
The literature has made much of the individual's being com
mitted to a course of action in circumstances where the framing of
the experimental situation was seen to be negative and the prognosis
for future success poor (Staw, 1976; Staw and Fox, 1977; Rubin and
Brockner, 1975).

Keisler (.1971) in his writing on commitment uses

this definition, "pledging or binding of the individual to behavioral
acts" (Keisler, C. "The Psychology of Commitment," 1971, p. 30).
Implicit in this definition is the resistance to change of behavior
(or attitude) that the subject will exhibit in the face of contrary
evidence.' Keisler also lists the four ways in which commitment can
be increased, (a) the number of acts performed by the subject, (b)
the irrevocability of the act, (c) the Importance of the act to the
subject, and (d) the explicitness of the act. Salancik (1982) re
peats the same list but with modifications.

Staw (1982) modifies

the list by introducing the concept of responsibility for consequences
as distinct from responsibility for actions (Table 1).
Were commitment to be a factor in the escalation phenomenon
it would have the effect of making an act less changeable (Salancik,
1982) and of making people tend to behave in ways that are consistent
with their past behavior (Salancik, 1982). The whole concept of
cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957) requires that people need to
have consistency between their actions and their beliefs and, since
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Table 1. Determinants of Commitment.
Kiesler (1971)
Freedom of choice

Salancik (1977)
Participation in
the choice

Staw (1981)
Responsibility for
the action
Responsibility for
consequences

Salience of choice

Salience of choice

Public explicitness

Publicness

Irrevocability

Irreversibility

Salience of action

Repetition of choice
Consequences of
the action
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actions are usually irrevocable, in the event that inconsistency is
perceived it is beliefs that are changed to conform with actions.
In the context of escalation and entrapment, dissonance theory implies
that future investments will be made so as to be congruent with the
perceptions of one's attitudes and opinions that governed ones past
decisions.
Arising from the pressures of cognitive consistency is the
likelihood that information and situations will be differently per
ceived by individuals depending on their prior decisions or actions
and their commitment to the past.

Staw (1982) refers to this defen

sive biasing as "Management of Consequences" and cites.cases in which
individuals may seek to claim responsibility for favorable outcomes
but attribute unfavorable outcomes to others. Other examples are
where individuals may seek to "debind" themselves from their actions
but may be more closely bound to them'by external•observers.
While commitment leads to persistence in following a course
of action or adhering to a decision its effects are not ignored.
Salancik (1982) says that, "if there is an implicit expectation of
failure, particularly where it is public, then we would expect a
person not to persist towards a goal" and cites research by Locke
(1968) and Cetlin (1965) in support of his statement. This statement
is supported by research by Staw and Ross (1978) where subjects would
not persist in investing in a losing situation when the setback was
due to endogenous causes, that is, the setback was an integral part
of the original decision to commit resources. However, the effect
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was only obtained when they had a previous record of unsuccessful
Investment decisions.
havior pattern.

In other words they exhibited a rational be

Commitment, then, is a factor in rational decisions

but does not, of itself, explain every instance of persistent behavior
in a failure situation.
The contribution of the third stream of research has been to
define those conditions under which economic rationality requires per
sistence in circumstances of failure.

Conlon and Wolf (1980). dupli

cated the research design of Staw (1976) and addressed the problem of
whether subjects used a calculating strategy to arrive at their deci
sion or not. They also varied the visibility of the decisions to
significant others and the amount of personal involvement (investment)
that subjects had in the decisions. Their results indicate that the
visibility of their decisions to their peers or superiors had a uni
formly enhancing effect in that, in high investment conditions, sub
jects would invest larger amounts of money under conditions of high
visibility than subjects in low visibility conditions.

Conversely,

in low investment conditions, subjects in conditions of high visibil
ity would invest smaller amounts of money than subjects in low visi
bility conditions. Whether or not subjects used a calculating strat
egy to arrive at their investment decision was also highly significant.
The use of a strategy was seen to affect the way subjects interpreted
the setback information with, which they were provided. Strategy also
appeared to interact with personal investment in that the highest
amount invested was by the group not using a strategy and under
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conditions of high investment. This corresponds to the classic
escalation effect. The use of a strategy was seen in this research
to moderate the escalation effect as did low investment conditions.
Thus the persistence in a negative and irrational situation demon
strated by previous research exists among non-calculators rather than
among calculators. This marks a split of subjects into what might be
classes as rational and those that might be classed as irrational or
emotional in their decision-making. This result follows closely the
findings of Staw and Ross (1978) who observed that individuals process
data differently depending on whether they are in a successful or un
successful mode.
A second contribution in a similar vein (Northcraft and Wolf,
1983) derives a rational decision-making model which clearly differen
tiates conditions when it is rational to continue investment in a
situation with adverse consequences and conditions when it is.irra
tional. Perhaps the extreme case is when it is advantageous to con
tinue to invest in a project that is losing money and will continue
to lose money over the remainder of its life; a situation that would
be labelled in the literature as "throwing good money after bad"
(Teger, 1980), but which the Northcraft/Wolf model clearly shows to
be rational based on economic expected utility. The reason for this
is that the rate of return within the project on any future invest
ment (to finish the project) is greater than any rate of return that
could be obtained from the same capital investment if Invested out
side the project.
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This research has demonstrated that commitment to a losing
cause Is not necessarily irrational or uneconomic. There are clear
situations where to persist in a failing situation will be a rational
decision from an economic viewpoint. Equally important in the
Northcraft/Wolf research is the fact that within one failing situation
there are times when it is rational to persist and there are times
when it is rational to quit.
The problem remains of why some subjects will persist in
failure situations in times when they should not. This behavior has
been attributed to high investment or personal responsibility (Staw,
1976), high visibility (Wolf, 1980), self-justification (Brockner
et al., 1979), reactance (Staw and.Ross, 1978), social anxiety
(Brockner et al., 1981), prospect theory, by which is meant differen
tial utility of gains and losses (Arkes and Hackett, 1983), social
competition (Rubin et al., 1980), and norms of consistency (Staw,
1981). All of these are cognitive processes which involve some com
parison that the individual makes between himself in his present or
prospective situation and some reference point. Whatever comparison
is made is such that the Individual tends to become bound to his past
actions to a degree sufficient to make him resist information disconsonant with his intention.
the face of failure.

Therefore, behavior is persistent in

Commitment is a concept that would match this

behavior pattern closely and effectively link the various underlying
theoretical constructs with the observed behavior.
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Much of the work and thinking on commitment,
self-justification and competence relates to a one-decision situa
tion. (Many of the experiments have been two-decision cases but the
first decision is more a manipulation or situational framing than a
true decision). Yet the literature on commitment (Keisler, 1971)
indicates that the effect will be enhanced with repetitions of the
behavior.

Also in any series of decisions one decision will have

consequences for both preceeding and succeeding decisions.
Commitment theory (Keisler, 1971) suggests that repeating
the behavior pattern will strengthen the tendency to further repeti
tions.

Conversely, reinforcement theory (Skinner, 1938) suggests

that repeated negative feedback will lead to extinction of the orig
inal behavior—in this case the decision to invest in the losing
option or to remain in the losing situation. While this repeated
decision pattern can be observed in the entrapment examples it is
clear that extinction does not occur.

One is left with the assump

tion that the actor does not have the negative prospect of the overall
situation that the observer has and may not even fully be aware that
his investment is accumulating. Thus, with each decision the goal
draws nearer thus increasing the prospect of reward for the behavior
while the investment grows larger,'thereby, increasing the possible
write-off. Subjects are in a situation of repeated decision-making,
at least to begin with, but not all continue, some drop out. There
fore, repeated decision-making is not the sole causal factor.
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In the escalation examples there Is only one case of a
repeated decision experiment in the literature (Staw and Fox, 1977).
In this experiment subjects made three investment decisions and at
the end of the first time period duplicated the results of the origi
nal Staw (1976) study with higher investment going to situations
which showed negative results (the original escalation phenomenon).
The second and third time periods produced decisions that were sig
nificantly different but were hard to interpret. Once again there
were Interactions between the different variables manipulated in the
experiment so that the escalation effect was only esdiibited under
conditions in which the subject was responsible for the placing of
the first investment or was told that the investment was likely to
be of high efficacy. The data from this experiment were re-examined
by Salancik (1982) who found that the reaction of the subjects to
the knowledge of the efficacy of their investments accounted for al
most all the variance In the experiment.
The present experiment was designed to explore the relation
ship of repeated decision-making to the sunk cost phenomenon.

In

particular I wished to see if repeated negative feedback concerning
investment decisions would lead to a persistence in further invest
ment and, thus, commitment to the chosen course of action or if sub
jects would exhibit a learning effect and change their (investment)
behavior to one of withdrawal. At the same time the experiment was
intended to separate the time effect from that of the amount of
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investment which are frequently confounded.in experiments,
particularly in entrapping situations.
In the past, experimenters have identified commitment as
being one of the major contributors to the effect of persistence in
escalation situations. Commitment has been used to explain adoption
of a course of action (Festinger and Carlsmlth, 1959)» persistence
in a course of action (Freedman and Fraser, 1966) and escalation of
resources allocated to a course of action (Staw, 1976). In all these
cases extrinsic justification for these actions (such as potential
economic return) was lacking.

Even where external justification has.

existed it has still been suggested (Staw and Fox, 1977) that choos
ing to adopt a course of action leads to commitment to that course
of action (Keisler, 1971).
In these situations commitment can be visualized as a belief
in the correctness of an adopted course of action and an unwilling
ness to accept negative or dissonant information about that course
of action.

In such circumstances the subjects' position is one that

could lead to self-justification to others and comparisons with the
norms of consistency (.Staw, 1981).
Commitment has also been invoked to understand entrapping
situations (Rubin and Brockner, 1975) such as waiting for a bus or
being "on hold" on the telephone.

The entrapping situation requires

the subject to spend a valuable resource—usually time—in pursuit
of a desired outcome. In these situations the subject has a retro
spective view of his situation which changes incrementally with the
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passage of time. The minimal initial investment of the valuable
resource and the gradual build-up of that investment through minimal
marginal increments results in the subject becoming entrapped without
realizing it until (s)he findB (s)he has, "too much invested to quit"
(Teger, 1980).
The relationship between commitment and public explicitness
has been demonstrated by more than one study CBrockner, Shaw and
Rubin, 1979; Deutsch and Gerard, 1955). In these studies, subjects
either kept their decisions to themselves or else communicated them
in writing to the experimenter.

Subjects who communicated their

decision showed greater commitment to their decision than subjects
who kept their decisions to themselves.
The effect of irrevocability has.also been studied (Deutsch
and Gerard, 1955). In the Deutsch and Gerard experiment subjects
were split into three groups. One group recorded their choices and
revealed them to the investigator; a second group recorded their
choices on a special pad which allowed subjects to erase their
written choice (.or so they believed) before the investigator could
see them; while a third group did not record their choices at all.
Subjects who believed that they could cancel their previous choice
(by erasing the pad) showed less commitment than subjects who had
to reveal their choice to the investigator but more commitment then
the subjects who did not record or reveal their choices at all.
Although intended as a demonstration of irrevocability, the
experiment confounded irrevocability with public explicitness. What
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was needed was a demonstration that there was a difference in
behavior in two conditions one where the choice once made could not
be unmade and the other where the choice could be changed and a dif
ferent course of action embarked upon.

In both cases the decisions

should have been private. A demonstration of commitment in situations
where the choice is truly irreversible is almost a tautology.

One is

bound to the decision. The only effect that commitment might have is
to induce in the subject a positive attitude—philosophical acceptance
of the inevitable—rather than a negative "what a terrible mess I'm
in" attitude.
There is a second area of possible confounding in the study
of commitment and that is between irrevocability and salience of con
sequences. Unless' the consequences are trivial, any course of action
to which one is bound because it is irreversible will have a salient
outcome. In these circumstances the importance of the outcome is the
key determinant.

Irrevocability would appear to be a redundent con

cept in these circumstances.
The importance of the outcome was demonstrated in the early
cognitive dissonance literature. An early study (Calder, Ross and
Insko, 1973) demonstrated that when subjects chose to engage in
attitude-discrepant behaviors, their attitudes became more consonant
with their behavior only if the behavior had important consequences.
In this particular experiment the consequences were important not for
the subjects but for a third party. In these circumstances the atti
tude changes on the part of the subjects could be attributed to
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Impression management demands (Gaes, Kalle and Tedeschi, 1978) rather
than to a genuine change In belief. In a different context, the Impor
tance of the outcome was the subject of a research study Investigating
bad loan psychology (Lewicki, 1980).

It was found that the magnitude

of the loan Influenced the extent to which the bank loan officer would
carry a problem borrower before actually foreclosing on the note.
The author commented that this accomodation may reflect survival needs
of the bank (a borrower defaulting on a large loan might bring down
the bank Itself) rather than any emotional involvement with the bor
rower.•
Early research studies used the investment decision scenario
(Staw, 1976; Staw and Ross, 1978; Conlon and Wolf, 1980). In these
problems subjects were asked to make a follow-up investment decision.
In half the cases this was a follow-up to a decision they themselves
had made previously.

In the other half they were asked to make a

follow-up decision to one made by someone else. In these cases the
independent variable was intended to be personal responsibility
operationalized by choice but in practice choice was confounded with
investment. The experimental design did not allow for the effects
of each of these variables to be assessed separately.
This review suggests that commitment may be a major causal
factor in escalation situations but that its effect requires salience
of the outcome or decision or personal responsibility. It' could be
hypothesized that personal responsibility might only arise in cases
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of salient outcomes. If so, responsibility and salience might be
covariates and could easily be confounded in experimental settings.
Hypotheses
Using the definition quoted earlier from Keisler's book,
commitment could be operationalized by using any or all of the par
ticulars given there.

One could use repeated decisions, public ex-

plicitness, irrevocability or salience. The possible confounding of
these constructs has already been mentioned and in this study com
mitment is operationalized independently by repeated choices and by
salience of investment. One of the purposes of this study is to
attempt to disentangle the confounding of choice with salience and
to have a research setting in which choice could be exercised with
out entailing any salient consequences attached to that choice. We
intend to manipulate the salience issue through the concept of the
investment that the subject has in the situation (Independent of
choice). One can postulate that choice might have a number of possi
ble alternative outcomes which can be stated in the following hy
potheses.
Hypothesis ttlA
Choice induces commitment to a course of action independent
of the importance of the consequences of the choice to the subject.
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Hypothesis #1B
Choice induces commitment to a course of action only when the
choice has important consequences to the subject.
Related to the subject of choice (and, hence, to commitment)
is the situational characteristic of the number of times the choice
is reaffirmed. Keisler (1971) suggested that the more times the
choice is reaffirmed the greater will be the commitment. In an early
study into this effect (Keisler, 1971), subjects played a game using
different strategies. Subjects who played a game strategy a number
of times were more resistant to counter-communication (thus showing
more commitment) about that strategy than'were subjects who only
played once. However, these subjects did not chose their strategies
but were randomly assigned to them by the experimenter. In effect
the experiment measured the effect of multiple plays of a strategy
rather than multiple choices of a strategy. Thus, the matter of
choice remains unexplored.

This study plans to measure the Impact

of a number of choices or reaffirmations on subsequent behavior.
Three alternative hypotheses can be advanced.
Hypothesis #2A
Commitment to a course of action reaches a maximum with one
choice.
Hypothesis #2B
Commitment to a course of action reaches an asymptote after
several choices.
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Hypothesis //2C
Commitment to a course of action is linearly related to
choice.
A related but also unexplored area of choice is the lag be
tween the decision (choice) and the outcome and its effect on behavior.
Assuming that the outcome is negative (as is the case for half the
subjects in the typical escalation study), this means that there is
no longer intrinsic motivation or justification for continuing the
investment. This information might reach the decision-maker a day
after he made his first decision or it might be a year before he re• ceives this information.

Again t.here are two alternative hypotheses

that can be put forward.
Hypothesis #3A
The longer the time lag between choice and the revelation
that there is no justification for the choice, the more justification
thinking will have occurred and, therefore, the more commitment will
be evidenced.
Hypothesis #3B
The longer the time lag between choice and the revelation
that there is no justification for the choice, the less will be the
felt need to justify the choice and, therefore, the less commitment
will be evidenced.
Fast research has centered on such behavioral outcomes of
this commitment as adoption, persistence and escalation. Most of
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this work has concentrated on the immediate outcome, that is to say
the dichotomous decision either to continue in the losing situation
or not, made by the subject at the end of the experimental problem.
Consequently, little insight has been provided into the question of
whether persistence in these circumstances is a reasonably enduring
state or whether it is, sooner or later, subject to the Inevitable
dictates of rational economic calculation. This is even more impor
tant if the situation is one where the subject is periodically re
minded of the rationalities of the economic model and where (s)he
has opportunities of opting out of the chosen course of action.
Learning theory (Logan, 1969) suggests that the removal of extrinsic
justification for behavior will not necessarily extinguish that be
havior immediately. Thus, a more sophisticated account of commitment
should consider the phenomenon over time. In such a situation two
hypotheses might be postulated.'
Hypothesis 4A
Repeated choice gives rise to long-term commitment to a course
of action.
Hypothesis 4B
Choice gives rise only to short-term commitment; after re
peated exposure to reminders of the absence of extrinsic justifica
tion for a behavior, extinction of the chosen course of action will
occur.

METHOD
Research Method
The following empirical study was intended to further
knowledge of the impact of commitment to a course of action in the
face of negative results. In particular, the study set out to test
the hypotheses listed above.
The dependent variable was persistence in the chosen course
of action and was measured by the subject's decision to continue or
not.

This decision was offered to each subject up to 13 times depend

ing on experimental condition (or until such time as (s)he decided to
abandon the course of action).

Each decision point was preceded by

information indicating that the chosen course of action was unlikely
to yield a favorable outcome. Furthermore} this negative feedback
became increasingly unfavorable as the seriea of thirteen decisions
progressed.
A simulation exercise using undergraduate business students
as participants provided the setting to test the four hypotheses.
Subjects
One hundred and seven students from three undergraduate
Management classes at the University of Arizona participated in a
class exercise on decision-making behavior in organizations. Par
ticipation was voluntary. The data of three male participants were
incomplete and, therefore, were deleted from the analysis.
26
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Experiments
The class experiments took place in two waves. The first
wave (79 subjects) was run in two classes in the Fall 1982. During
analysis, data from two groups, each group consisting of four subjects,
were noted to bef (.a) identical and (b) atypical to the response pat
terns of any of the other subjects. One of these groups was observed
to be seated in adjacent seats during the experiment. Suspecting
collusion, these eight subjects were omitted from the analysis. The
subjects all fell in one of the eight cells and a second experiment
(25 subjects) was run in Spring 1983 to replace this cell. Part of
this second,wave was a control group from a different cell.

The con

trol group exhibited an identical response pattern to the correspond
ing cell in the original experimental group and, as a result, the
two waves were merged for subsequent analysis into a sample of 96
subjects (48 males, 48 females).
Procedure
Upon arrival in the classroom, each participant was randomly
assigned to one of the eight groups (cells) for the purpose of an
individual in-class role-playing exercise. Members of each group
were seated together in the classroom. The role-playing exercise
concerned a college student making a decision about whether to stay
in a course when confronted with feedback about his/her progress in
the hypothetical course. This setting was chosen for the role-play
because of its familiarity to the participants.

When all the participants were seated, a briefing sheet
containing background information for the role-playing exercise was
distributed to each subject.

The role of the participant was to be

an undergraduate student starting his or her junior year. The student
was enrolled in four courses, one of which was an optional course.
The student was informed that he/she could expect with certainty B
grades in two of the (required) courses; the other two grades were
uncertain.

The optional course which was the subject of the role-

playing exercise was one of these "uncertain" courses. The student
was to receive feedback about his/her progress in the course week by
week for 13 weeks. In the background information the student was
portrayed as being of limited means,- needing to work to stay in
school. The student's family had promised a substantial reward (a
ten-speed bicycle) if the student completed the term with no grade
worse than B.
A final paragraph in the briefing sheet constituted the
experimental manipulation for the two independent variables of the
experiment. The first independent variable was Investment of which
there were two levels. In the High Investment condition, only 5%
of the students fees for the optional course was refundable if the
course was dropped; books for the course had been purchased from a
friend and, therefore, were not returnable. In the Low Investment
condition, fees were 100% refundable; books were on reserve in the
Library.
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The second independent variable was Choice. There were four
levels. In the No Choice condition the student was told that the
course could not be dropped before week six of the semester. In the
One Choice condition the student was told that he/she would have one
opportunity to drop this course before week six. There were two ver
sions of this condition—Early and Late. In the Early condition the
student would be allowed to drop the course in week one only; in the
Late condition the course could be dropped in week five only. In the
All Choice condition the student would be- allowed to drop the course
in any of the first six weeks. The two independent variables were
fully crossed, thus yielding the eight groups for the exercise.
For each of the thirteen hypothetical weeks the student re
ceived a single sheet containing feedback about his/her progress in
optional course during the previous week. This feedback was the same
for all subjects in all conditions in any given week.

Examples of

feedback include class quiz scores, classroom activities and require
ments as well as events of significance (such as the loss of a note
book containing class notes). The feedback information has been pre
tested and was sequenced so that the information in the first five
weeks was relatively innocuous (so that no students would drop the
course during that time); however, from weeks six through thirteen
the feedback was discouraging (so that virtually all subjects would
have dropped by week 13).
The "weekly" feedback sheets contained several questions.
The principal one was whether the student wished to continue with
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the course or drop it. This constituted the primary dependent
measure for the study and was asked of all subjects in weeks six
through thirteen and of appropriate subjects in earlier weeks where
required by the experimental (Choice) manipulation. Additionally,
all subjects were asked each week to rate their probability of getting
a B on the course and to state their main considerations at that time.
Subjects who dropped the course were required to continue to complete
the weekly feedback sheets (except for the decision to drop question).
In this way subjects were prevented from communicating their weekly
decisions about the course.
Several experimental assistants handed out the weekly feed
back sheets one week at a time, to all subjects. Subjects had four
minutes to complete each sheet which was then collected back before
the next week's sheet was distributed.

To track the decisions, sub

jects were required to put their names on all the feedback/decision
sheets.

All sheets were to be completed individually and the experi

mental assistants monitored compliance throughout the experiment.
After the feedback sheet for week 13 had been completed and
collected, subjects were given a short questionnaire. On this, sub
jects rated the extent to which individual items of feedback infor
mation were perceived to be discouraging as well as answering five
specific questions. These questions were the justification for drop
ping the course (if applicable) and four manipulation checks of the
Investment variable.
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Following the collection of the questionnaire, subjects
were debriefed. No subjects evidenced suspicions of the true purpose
of the exercise when questioned by the experimenter.
Data Analysis
The dependent measure for each subject was the decision
either to stay in the course or drop. The decision was re-made each
week for weeks six through thirteen for the No Choice condition.
For the All Choice condition the decision was made each week for
thirteen weeks. For the One Choice conditions the decision was made
either in the first or fifth week and thereafter re-made in every
week from six through thirteen.
Once having dropped the subject remained in the "having
dropped" condition for the remainder of the experiment. Thus decision
making finished with that decision to drop the course.
The data is, thus, binary in form,and has a serial correlation
from one decision point to the next. For the purposes of this experi
ment each subject has only one piece of information to contribute,
namely, the time (s)he persists in the course of action to which
(s)he is committed.
For these reasons the data were treated by means of a timeto-event or survival analysis. For each cell in the experimental
design a survival curve was calculated showing the proportion still
in the course against time in weeks. This was done by using the
Kaplan-Keier (or product moment) method (Kaplan and Meier, 1958).
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The curves for the different experimental conditions were compared
using both the logrank and the Generalized Wilcoxon (Gehan, 1965)
statistics. Both of these are non-parametric tests suitable for
censored time-to-event data.
To assess the importance of the covariates (Investment,
Choice and Sex) a multivariate analysis was carried out using Cox's
Proportional Hazards Model (Peto et al., 1977(a), 1977(b)). Because
of tied events in the data Breslow's approximate likelihood function
was used to provide estimates of the regression coefficients.

RESULTS
Manipulation Checks
An analysis of the answers to the manipulation check
questions in the post-experimental questionnaire showed that a sub
stantial majority (72%) of subjects could recall, umprompted, the key
constraints given them as part of the pre-test briefing information.
Of key importance was the accurate awareness of the financial invest
ment manipulation which was recalled correctly by 96% of the sub
jects—98% in the High Investment condition, 95% in the Low.
In the case of the feedback statements, ten of the thirteen
were ranked as negative; three were ranked as positive (Table 2). Of
these latter three, one was the course grading system which was the
feedback for the opening week of the course, the other two dealt with
a field trip scheduled during the semester. There were no significant
differences in either the direction of the rankings (positive or
negative) or in the degree of opinion when subjects were compared in
terms of main effects (High/Low Investment, number of Choices).

These

results suggest no significant mlsperceptlon of the manipulation which
might account for a differential response to the experimental stimuli
between groups.
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Table 2. Fost-tesC Evaluation of Feedback
*

Weekly Quiz
Week Feedback Item

Your
Scores

Class
Average

X

2
s

3.00

1.10

1

The course has 3 exams each
worth 25% of your grade with
the remaining 25% your over
all average on weekly
quizzes.

2

You don't know anyone in
your class.

72

68

4.79

0.89

3

You have found out that
students who took this
course last term say it is
tough.

68

65

4.71

0.83

4

Your instructor's office
hours are at times when you
have other classes.

62

62

4.84

0.98

5

Your first exam result was
55/100, C+.

55

56

4.83

1.22

6

You have lost one of your
text books for this class
with some of your notes in it.

53

58

5.54

1.41

7

Your instructor is boring.

57

63

5.95

0.86

8

Your partner for the term
project is an Honours Major
in Marketing and has had to
drop the course for medical
reasons. You have been left
to complete the project on
your own.

55

63

5.45

1.01

9

There is a"field trip planned
in place of one of the exams
and it is scheduled for a week
end when you had planned a
skiing weekend. As you are the
organizer you will have to re
arrange the skiing or miss it.

57

64

5.71

1.24
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Table 2.—continued
Weekly Quiz
Week Feedback Item

Your
Scores

Class
Average

2
s

X

10

Your second exam result was
was 56/100, C-.

56

62

6.06

0.83

11

Since the course started one
third of the class have
dropped.

53

63

4.79

0.91

12

The Instructor wants you
and another student to
recruit and organize
drivers to take the class
on a field site trip.

57

65

3.56

1.21

13

Final add/drop week without
it appearing on your record

55

65

3.32

1.70

X

a

2
s

a

mean scoring of all subjects for this Item using a seven point
scale with "1" being very positive, "4" being neutral and "7"
being very negative,
variance of subjects rating scores for each item.
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Experimental Results
The first analysis was of the survival curves for each sex.
As expected, there was no significant difference (p » 0.64) between
the sexes, consequently, the data were pooled for all subsequent
analyses.
Hypothesis //I deals with the Importance of Choice to Commit
ment. The survival curves for the two experimental conditions of
Investment—High and Low—were plotted (Figure 1).
Within the Low Investment condition none of the Choice con
ditions showed any significant differences one from another (all
p > 0.39). A different picture emerged in the High Investment condi
tion where the All Choice survival curve is significantly different
from the No Choice curve (p < 0.01). The One Choice curves polarize
with One Choice Early also being significantly different from the No
Choice condition (p < 0.05). (The One Choice Late curve approached
but did not reach statistically significant difference from the No
Choice condition).
These results indicate that when Choice has consequences
(i.e., in the High Investment condition) the Choice by Investment
interaction induces greater commitment to a course of action.

Thus.

Hypothesis #1B was confirmed; Hypothesis #1A was refuted.
Hypothesis #2 addresses the relationship between induced
commitment and the number of choices made. The previous results show
that the curves for both the All Choice and the One Choice Early
conditions were not significantly different from one another although
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Figure 1. Proportion of subjects remaining in the course by time
to dropout.
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both were significantly different from the No Choice condition.
However, both One Choice curves have one statistically significant
test statistic from the All Choice condition (two significant test
statistics from the log rank and Hilcoxon tests represent a rigorous
test of significance) which suggests reduced commitment in the One
Choice condition compared to the All Choice condition.(Table 3).
These results, together with inspection of the survival curves,
suggest that the relationship between choice and commitment is curvi
linear rather than linear. Hypothesis #2B was supported; Hypotheses
#2A and #2C were not supported.
Hypothesis //3 addresses the time lag between choice and the
removing of the extrinsic justification. The results for the One
Choice Early and One Choice Late conditions show no significant dif
ferences one from another (p > 0.36). However, the One Choice Early
group is significantly different from the No Choice Group (p < 0.05)
whereas the One Choice Late group is not (p > 0.20). These results
supported the view that the longer the time lag between choice and
the removal of the justification the more commitment will be evidenced
thus supported Hypothesis #3A and disconfirmed Hypothesis #3B.
The fourth Hypothesis relates to the length of time that com
mitment will be continued or sustained. The nature of the eight sur
vival curves indicates that commitment does not endure unchanged in
the face of continued negative information as to the likely outcome
of the chosen course of action. The experiment did not run long

Table 3. Time to Drop.

Condition

Number Percentiles
Subjects Falling
75 50 25

Log
Rank

WilCoxon

Low Investment
1 • No Choice
13
2 = 1 C h o i c e - E a r l y 11
3 = 1 Choice-Late
8
4 • All Choices
9

12
10
6
7

0
1
0
2

2
4
2
3

5
7
3
6

1v
1v
1v
2v
2 v
3 V

2
3
4
3
4
4

.578
.725
.370
.889
.772
.599

.618
.999
.399
.646
.908
.385

8
15
8
8

0
1
0
5

0
7
2
7

2
0
0
0

1
1
1
2
2
3

2
3
4
3
4
4

.021
.236
.004
.366
.601
.129

.044
.240
.004
.368
.354
.057

High Investment
1 = No Choice
9
2 = 1 C h o i c e - E a r l y 23
3 = 1 Choice-Late
11
4 ° All Choices
12

V
V
V
V
V
V
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enough to determine If all subjects would have terminated but the
fact that 77% had dropped by the end of week 13 suggests support for
the hypothesis that choice gives rise only to short-term commitment.
Hypothesis 4B was supported while Hypothesis 4A was not confirmed.
A secondary measure associated with the dependent variable was
the subjects weekly estimate of his/her subjective probability of
success In the course (Figure 2).
At each decision point In the series subjects rated their
probability of success. When examined by condition, there were no
I
significant differences between conditions.' The different conditions
(Investment plus choice, no choice and no investment etc.) produced
different behavior patterns over time but did not produce different
perceptions of the probability of success (the perceived probability
of success uniformly declined over time).
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Figure 2. Subjects' estimated probability of success (getting a "B")
by weeks.

DISCUSSION
The results of the study described here provide some valuable
additional insights into the relationship between choosing to engage
in a course of action and feeling emotionally bound to pursue that
course of action.

The research focuses on the case where the outcome

of the chosen course of action appears to be negative as indicated by
the relevant feedback received by the subject.
The central finding of the study is that choice affects com
mitment.to a course of action only when the choice involves conse
quences to the subject. Where there is a significant investment in
the chosen course of action subjects persist in a losing course of
action longer than subjects who have either no investment or subjects
who are in a course of action not of their chosing.
While this finding reinforces the findings of previous re
search (Calder, Ross and Insko, 1973; Staw, 1976; Staw and Fox, 1977)
there is an Important difference. This study was designed to separate
the effects of choice from salience of either involvement or outcome.
Confounding was, therefore, avoided and the Choice by Investment
effect demonstrated in this study is a true interaction effect. Sub
jects who chose a course of action persist in It even when facing a
losing outcome but they only do so when they have a significant in
vestment in the situation. In this experiment

the investment was

irrecoverable money invested in fees and books. From previous research
42
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(Staw, 1981), one could hypothesize that the same effect could be
obtained from an "investment" in the form of a salient outcome. From
the entrapment literature the suggestion is that the same effect
could arise from trivial amounts of money invested or ifrom a ...
significant Investment in terms of time and, perhaps more importantly,
self. Playing gambling games for token sums of money in laboratory
settings hardly seems likely to arouse a sense of commitment.

Never

theless, commitment is demonstrated through persistence in failure
situations. In such cases it would be reasonable to argue that the
significant investment is the projection of self into the experimental
task or the psychological pressure to complete the task once started.
This could arise from internalized anxiety as to what the behavior is
saying to the individual about himself or from social anxiety as to
what the experiment is saying to significant others about the indi
vidual.
An alternative, and perhaps more rational, explanation might
be found in the notion of closure. In both escalation and entrapment,
the individual is faced with either a task on which he is embarked or
a goal which he has selected. Part way through the process, when
confronted with either mounting investment or negative information
as to the probable outcome or both, the individual may feel con
strained to complete the task.
The fact that choice only tends to bind an Individual when
there is something significant riding on the choice appears to have
some relevance to the field of participative management and Industrial
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democracy. The results presented here indicate that choice of itself
will not bind or commit the choser to the outcome. If the individual
does not perceive some personal investment in the decision, if (s)he
does not believe (s)he is personally responsible for the outcome then
there will be no commitment to the course of action.

If the individ

ual believes that his vote is merely a token and in no way really
determines the decision there will be no accountability for seeing the
decision through to its successful end. What is needed, then, is to
ensure that when individuals are consulted they can truly believe
their opinion or vote really matters in the sense that it will effect
the outcome.
A review of the two paradigms suggests many similarities. Of
greater importance, perhaps, are differences. The key difference be
tween escalationand entrapment appears to be in the decision-making
process. In entrapment, the essence of the decision is whether to re
main in the entrapping situation or whether to quit. In escalation,
however, the same stay or quit decision is found but, in addition,
there is a further decision of how much additional investment is to
be made.
The literature on entrapment and persistence in escalation
situations contrasts the so-called rational model of behavior where
subjects quit when shown the negative outcome of the course of ac
tion being pursued (usually a course of action chosen by someone else)
with the escalation model where individuals pursue the losing course
of action by means of further investments.

Clearly such a behav

ior in organizations could be described as "throwing good money
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after bad.,: However, there are many situations in organizational
life where persistent behavior is not only welcome but necessary.
Projects or courses of action seldom go smoothly. Unforseen events
occur; setbacks are experienced. Provided such unplanned happenings
do not change adversely the fundamental expected utility calculations
over the remainder of the life of the project (Northcraft and Wolf,
1983) the ability to see it through is a desirable trait in any proj
ect leader. Indeed, seeing something through in adversity may be a
characteristic of successful entrepreneurial behavior (Kidder, 1981).
Therefore, persistence in and of itself is not necessarily
unsound organizational behavior. What must be considered are the
consequences and the determinants of persistence.

Executives should

be aware of the binding effect of having been a party in a personally
significant way to the initial decision on a project. Conversely, if
one is seeking commitment to a course of action one must secure not
only genuine participation in the decision-making process—the indi- •
vidual's vote must count—but also those to be committed must have
some significant stake in the decision (Staw, 1981). This is not
difficult to arrange since there are many decisions of considerable
significance to all or most of the members. Many decisions affect
the well-being and even the livelihood of organizational members.
The location of a new plant, closing down an unprofitable facility,
launching a new program, withdrawing from a "sunset" market and
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launching into a "sunrise" market are examples of highly significant
decisions. Yet these frequently are not solved by participative
methods.
If managers and workers are only allowed to make an input to
such topics as the manning levels of the graveyard shift, who should
drive the fork lift and what color to paint the commissary walls little
involvement will exist and there will be little commitment to carry
any decision through.

Equally, involving organization members in

major issues of vital importance to those members will lead to dis
satisfaction if they do not feel they have effectively chosen a course
of action or that their input does not really count.
To encourage participation while overcoming the problem of
lack of involvement, management might try to ensure that the partic
ipants in a decision included those directly concerned in the issue.
This amounts to a delegation of problems to be solved rather than a
delegation of responsibility to carry out decisions made at a higher
level. Perhaps a measure of this delegation of authority rather than
responsibility is to be found in the balance between policies and
values. Policies tend to constrain a decision-maker so that he or
she can only make a decision the way his or her superiors want.
Values free the decision-maker to move in any direction as long as
it is towards the company values (goals). Therefore, organizations
should delegate policy-making to be decided by participative methods
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while retaining control of values as a top management function. In
this way values and policies can be likened to strategy and tactics.
Another way to encourage involvement is for the organization
to have prior agreement as to how the votes on any major issue are to
be split up among the various stakeholders in the organization. In
that way those affected most will have the most involvement and will
be the most committed to implementing any decision. A related problem
which remains to be solved is how members of organizations can feel
they have chosen to follow a course of action when, in reality, they
were delegated or required to join a working party, committe or team.
More attention might be paid to exposing members to the problem and
inviting qualified and involved managers to join voluntarily the
problem-solving group.
Curiously, consensus management works in the opposite way.
Consensus involves something akin to the lowest common denominator
solutions—decisions to which no one can object. The result is not
likely to produce commitment in the sense discussed here since, again,
the course of action was not chosen. Japanese companies can make this
work, presumably, because their commitment comes either from their
lifetime employment policies or from the manager having chosen the
company or organization. This helps to bind him to the organization
because there is little likelihood that (s)he could work for any
other large organization should (s)he have to leave his/her present
one. Such culturally induced commitment is hardly likely to apply
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to a much more independent, migratory work force such as in the
United States.
Commitment might be easiest to Induce in American managers
by presenting them with a problem—a challenge, so to speak—and then
inviting them to "sign on" (Kidder, 1981) if they wish to tackle it.
This does not mean that everyone thereafter works as an individualist.
Managers can be recruited to join the team. Once having chosen, they
should feel committed to the team's goals and values.

Neither would

such a policy mean that no one wanted to tackle the unpleasant jobs.
Given that the organization was practicing delegation of power not
responsibility it might be proposed that many managers would welcome
the chance to prove themselves by taking on a tough problem (provided
they had the resources to solve it). Many manager's might welcome the
chance to take on a problem that was conventionally the province of
the next level in the hierarchy above them.

Such a policy might pro

vide a valid test of an organization's true dedication to the spirit
of delegation rather than to the conventions of delegation.
A second related finding was that any consequential involve
ment in a decision produces enough involvement to produce dysfunction
al commitment. One choice on its own will produce almost as much
persistence as repeated choices.. In terms of organizational behavior,
decision-makers should be aware that being involved in a consequen
tial decision even early on in the life of a project or at a tentative
stage of an idea may produce almost the same amount of psychological
binding to that decision as would being involved in a series of
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reinforcing decisions. This conclusion suggests that decision-makers
should be wary of becoming Involved in "agreements in principle" or
making statements of intent especially before all the data necessary
for the decision .are available. To do so may result in the decision
maker becoming emotionally, trapped in what'may turn out to be a failure
situation by virtue of his commitment to his original decision even
though that decision was originally regarded as non-binding.
A third finding in this study relates to the concept of com
mitment.

Keisler (1971) defines commitment as binding to a course of

action or holding a belief in the face of contrary evidence. Fre
quently, usage of the term commitment implies an irrational pursuit
of or attachment to a course of action which situation will be of.
long-lasting duration. The results of the research presented here
suggest a different view. Certainly the results show for those
committed (that is, having chosen and having invested) there is an
initial attachment to the chosen course of action which attachment
holds in the face of negative results. However* the results show
that for a substantial majority of such committed subjects attachment
decays in time when the negative feedback continues. This indicates
that for most subjects the negative Information is eventually per
ceived, processed and correctly interpreted since most quit the
losing course of action. To the extent that commitment involves some
initial irrational persistence, that irrationality is bounded.
the mounting negative evidence, rationality prevails.

Given

However, not

every situation is one where there is opportunity continually to
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review one's past committing decisions.

In many cases the committing

decision will be irreversible. In these cases, commitment will pro
duce dysfunctional decisions.
It might be argued that, in this experiment, subjects did not
have the experience of living through the thirteen weeks that the
simulation involved and that, therefore, no conclusion as to the last
ing effects of commitment can be drawn.

My reply to this is that ob

servation during the experiment and inspection of subjects' comments
on questionnaires suggest strongly that subjects were fully involved
in the familiar role that the experiment required them to play.
Therefore, they approached each decision with an attitude appropriate
to the experimental time interval that had past.

If the subjects had

approached the experiment in a "real time" mind set, the learning or
decay effect exhibited would have resulted from the passage of minutes
rather than weeks thus making the decay effect more pronounced.
There is a connection between this result and the earlier
discussion of how to engender commitment in organizations. Most work
ers have considerable enthusiasm when they first join an organization.
In part this might be attributed to a feeling of gratitude that they
have the job. In part it might come from a drive to prove to the
organization that they hired the right person. However, part of this
enthusiasm may be due to the fact that the time just after joining
is nearest to the moment of choice and, therefore, when commitment
might be thought to be highest. It is sad to observe how often the
initial enthusiasm of the new hire is eroded over a relatively short
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time in the organization. It could be hypothesized that the
individual ends up receiving continuous negative feedback as to the
mismatch between his/her goals and expectations and those of the
organization. This repeated negative feedback might, in time, change
the individual's initial decision to join/remain in the organization
to a decision to quit. Retaining commitment could be the key to re
taining enthusiasm, reducing labor turnover and increasing productiv
ity. Continually making the individual choose courses of action
within the organization might serve to re-introduce commitment and
thus re-birid the individual to•the organization and to its values.
Creating one's own project might be one way to induce this commitment.
The commitment result demonstrated in this experiment is not
universal, however. By the end of the experiment most subjects had
participated in thirteen decisions each one preceded by further nega
tive information as to the likely outcome of his chosen course of
action. Although the majority of subjects dropped their chosen
course of action, there remained a minority of subjects who still
persisted.

Whether these subjects represent the true essence of

commitment or whether it is an Individual difference characteristic
such as perseverance remains to be Investigated by future research.
The fourth finding of the research relates to the subjects'
assessments of the likelihood of their success in the course of
action they were embarked on. The fact that there was a constant
and uniform decline In the rating of probable success over all sub
jects regardless of experimental condition indicates a consensus of
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opinion as to what the probable outcome of this course of action
was likely to be. This suggests that motivated misperception was not
a factor leading to the Irrational decision to remain in the course.
Subjects did not misstate the likelihood of their success in order to
justify their present or past behavior. The implication is that being
committed to a decision does not mean that ones view of the world is
subsequently altered. It does suggest that a committed individual
behaves differently to the world which is correctly perceived. The
suggestion is that the Important differences in actions as far as the
committed individual is concerned stem from the act of having chosen
a course of action and, therefore, lie inside the individual rather
than in the situation.
There are several unresolved issues that have been raised
which might form the subject of future research. One of these might
be an attempt to discover the constitution and characteristics of
those subjects who persist for considerable periods in the face of
continual negative feedback as to their likely success. Another re
search topic might be further to investigate commitment to see under
what exact conditions it can be shown to endure and even grow over
time.

A third topic for research is to investigate the relative

importance that a retrospective versus a prospective viewpoint has
on individual decision-making.
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