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Promises are voluntary commitments to perform a future action and are often

thought to be powerful levers for behavioral change. Here we studied the

e�ectiveness of promises in two preregistered, incentivized field experiments with

German students (N = 406) on the premises of a cafeteria. In Experiment 1,

the majority of participants (63%) kept their promise to pay back at least half of

a e 4-endowment, even though there was no foreseeable cost of breaking the

promise, reputational or otherwise. Significantly fewer participants (22%) paid back

money in a control group that faced a simple decision to return money or not.

In Experiment 2, the majority of participants (54%) kept their promise to add a

provided stamp to a postcard and mail it back (anonymously) within a week. We

found similar return rates (52%) for a second group for which the word “promise”

was omitted from the commitment. Our findings show that participants kept their

word outside the laboratory while pursuing everyday activities even when there

were no foreseeable negative consequences for breaking them, demonstrating

that promises are e�ective levers for behavioral change.

KEYWORDS

promises, commitments, cheating, honesty, behavioral ethics, behavioral change,

decision making

1. Introduction

When we promise, we voluntarily commit ourselves to doing the promised action in

the future (Austin, 1975; Rawls, 1999). Some theorists have argued that, in the absence

of sanctions or reputational costs, promises are not binding or just cheap talk (Hobbes,

1651/1960; Farrell, 1987). Empirical studies have shown that this suspicion about the

fallibility of promises is widely shared. For example, people distrust politicians to keep

their election promises, even though most of these promises are usually at least partially

fulfilled (Artés, 2011; Naurin, 2014; Thomson et al., 2017). Moreover, people consistently

underestimated others’ promise keeping by up to 40% in tasks where, in fact, the vast

majority of participants kept their word (Woike and Kanngiesser, 2019). Research has

also shown that promises and commitments increase, for example, cooperation (Ostrom

et al., 1992; Sally, 1995; Bicchieri, 2002; Ellingsen and Johannesson, 2004; Charness and

Dufwenberg, 2006; Balliet, 2009; Koessler, 2022) and truth-telling (Bhanot, 2017; Jacquemet

et al., 2021; Kanngiesser et al., 2021). Promises thus appear to be powerful devices for

boosting beneficial behaviors and fostering behavioral change.

To date, promises have been studied predominantly in one of four variants: (1) as

spontaneous communication in social dilemma or trust experiments in the lab (Ostrom

et al., 1992; Ellingsen and Johannesson, 2004; Charness and Dufwenberg, 2006), (2) as

hypothetical decisions in vignette studies (Mischkowski et al., 2019), (3) as non-incentivized

decisions in the lab (e.g., to take part in a survey; Conrads and Reggiani, 2017), and (4)
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as forced promises (e.g., to respond honestly; Kataria and Winter,

2013; Heyman et al., 2015). However, all variants have some

shortcomings. First, participants in social dilemma experiments

could primarily use promises to signal their intentions to cooperate,

making it difficult to disentangle the effect of promises per se

from the coordination effect of signaling prosocial intentions

(van den Assem et al., 2012; Ismayilov and Potters, 2016; Woike

and Kanngiesser, 2019). Second, hypothetical or non-incentivized

decisions may not be indicative of people’s behavior with monetary

stakes. Third, promises are, per definition, voluntary commitments

(Rawls, 1999), and participants who are forced to promise would

have every right to renege on their promise because they did not

give their word voluntarily. Moreover, from an ethical point of

view, forced promises disrespect individual autonomy and decision

making (Hertwig and Grüne-Yanoff, 2017), which raises questions

about their suitability as intervention tools.

One approach that may simultaneously overcome each of

these shortcomings investigates the effectiveness of voluntary

promises under incentivized conditions. A recent study with crowd

sourced participants (Amazon’s Mechanical Turk) found that most

participants kept their voluntary promises even when it was costly

for them (Woike and Kanngiesser, 2019). Yet, promise keeping

involved relatively little effort and the online setting may not have

fully captured the multitude of factors that influence decisions in

everyday settings. Incentivized field experiments with voluntary

promises can provide such insights.

There is some evidence from field studies that voluntary

promises can be effective under real-world conditions. For

example, analyses of participants’ behavior and communication in

a high stake game show (Golden Balls) revealed that voluntary

commitments increased cooperation as compared to elicited

commitments (Belot et al., 2010).1 In a hotel setting, voluntary

commitments to behave pro-environmentally (e.g., to re-use

towels) were particularly effective if guests made a specific pledge

(rather than a more general pledge) and signaled their intentions

via a pin (Baca-Motes et al., 2013). Overt signals of voluntary

commitment also increased office workers’ donations to charity in a

field study of more than 250 work places (Kessler, 2017). However,

some field studies have found strong selection effects: people who

voluntarily promised to pay their taxes on time (and entered a

lottery if they complied) had already been more likely to pay their

taxes on time in the past as compared to people who did not

promise (Koessler et al., 2019).

We contribute to this literature by reporting two preregistered

field experiments with students in the vicinity of a large university

cafeteria (N = 406). We used an incentivized paradigm that gave

participants a choice between committing or not committing to

a course of action (Woike and Kanngiesser, 2019; Kanngiesser

et al., 2021). In Experiment 1, participants had a choice between

(a) receiving e 1 and doing nothing else and (b) receiving e 4

under the condition that they promised to pay back e 2 in a

sealed envelope at the cafeteria’s exit (promise condition). They

then indicated their chosen action by ticking a box (e.g., “I

choose e 4 and I promise that I will pay back e 2.”). Our

1 Note though that the authors also coded statements of intent such as “I

will do X” as promises.

paradigmminimized potential selection effects as even (and, in fact,

especially) participants who had no intention of keeping their word

had an incentive to choose the (higher pay-off) promise option.

Participants in the control condition of Experiment 1 were offered

a choice between receiving e 1 and receiving e 4, but the higher

payment involved no promise and simply gave a choice to pay back

some, all or none of the money. All monetary incentives in the

study were windfall money. In both conditions, the higher payment

amount was sufficient to cover the costs of a full student meal

at the cafeteria.2 We ensured that payback could not be linked

to individual participants to minimize any reputational costs for

breaking the promise or not returning any money. We predicted

higher payback rates in the promise condition compared to the

control condition. Specifically, we expected that more people would

pay back at least e 2 in the promise than in the control condition

and that average payback rates would be higher in the promise than

in the control condition.

In Experiment 2, promise keeping required substantially more

effort. Moreover, we tested whether removing the word “promise”

when asking participants to agree to a course of action would

influence their behavior (Woike and Kanngiesser, 2019). It has been

argued that promissory obligations arise even without explicitly

using the word “promise” as long as the general conditions for

promising are fulfilled (Searle, 1969; Scanlon, 1990). Participants

in the promise condition had a choice between (a) receiving e 0.10

and doing nothing else and (b) receiving e 3, a e 0.60 stamp, and a

postcard under the condition that they promised to add the e 0.60

stamp to the postcard and mail the (anonymous) postcard to a

university postbox within a week of taking part in the experiment. A

second group of participants also had a choice between (a) receiving

e 0.10 and (b) receiving e 3, a e 0.60 stamp, and a postcard under

the condition that they agreed to add the e 0.60 stamp to the

postcard and mail it to a university postbox within a week of

taking part in the experiment (ask condition). As in Experiment 1,

participants in both groups indicated their chosen action by ticking

a box. All monetary incentives were windfall money. If using the

word “promise” has an effect beyond agreeing to what one was

asked to do, we would expect that more participants send back the

postcard in the promise than in the ask condition.

2. Experiment 1

2.1. Methods

2.1.1. Participants
Data collection took place in front of a large university cafeteria

on three non-successive days between January and February

2019. A total of 204 students participated with 102 students per

condition (randomly assigned). The sample size was in line with

our preregistered stopping rule of at least 100 participants per

condition. This stopping rule accounted for slight overshooting due

2 Student meals in Germany are subsidized and are usually at least 50%

cheaper than meal prizes for sta� or the general public. At the time of the

study, main meals usually cost e 1.50–e 4 and salads, desserts, and side

dishes cost <e 1 each for students.
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to participants taking part in parallel and a slight time-lag in the

update of the survey count.

Participants’ gender was as follows: 102–103 [50–50.05%]

participants identified as female, 98–99 [48–48.5%] as male, and

2–3 [1–1.5%] preferred other gender identification.3 To ensure

that only students participated and to prevent them from taking

part twice, the last six digits of participants’ student ID card were

recorded (data stored separately from the study data). We asked

participants to insert their card into a small cover so that only the

six digits and no other information (name, photo) were visible to

experimenters. Depending on their choices, students received up to

e 4 for their participation.

2.1.2. Procedure
We preregistered the study protocol and analyses prior to data

collection on the Open Science Framework (OSF): https://osf.io/

ehp3v/files/. The study was approved by the ethics committee

of the Faculty of Education and Psychology, Freie Universität

Berlin (approval no. 225/2018) and participants gave their informed

consent before taking part in the study.

All experimenters involved in testing were blind to condition.

Two experimenters recruited participants opposite the entrance

to the cafeteria, using a large sign to advertise the study. A

third experimenter, who did not know who was participating

in the study, supervised the return box at the cafeteria’s exit.

The cafeteria was usually frequented by thousands of students,

staff members, and visitors per day. It had an ideal layout for

the study (see Supplementary Figure 1) as it featured a separate

entrance and exit that were not within sight of each other. This

ensured that participants could return the money out of sight of

the experimenters who had recruited them. To the best of our

knowledge, no security cameras were installed at the exit.

Participants completed the study on a tablet (7 inch; for detailed

instructions, see Supplementary material and pre-registration),

using Qualtrics. They were randomly allocated to conditions, using

Qualtrics’ built-in randomizer ensuring that gender was equally

split by condition. After giving their informed consent, participants

received a brief description of the study. Specifically, they were told

that they would choose between two different amounts of money

and receive the chosen amount at the end of the survey by taking

a large envelope from a box. They were further told that if they

took the higher amount they had a possibility to pay back money

using a smaller envelope (contained in the large envelope) and drop

it off at the cafeteria’s exit. The instructions stressed that nobody

would be able to associate the decision to pay back money with the

participant and that the person supervising the return box had no

information about who had participated in this study.

Participants in the promise condition were presented with the

following options:

3 Our Qualtrics file shows 205 participants who had completed the survey

[102 promise, 103 control condition], but our counting of handed out

envelopes revealed that one participant in the control condition had not

taken a large envelope, so that our e�ective sample size was 102 in the

control condition. Due to the data being anonymous, we were not able to

verify the gender of this participant.

1. You can receive e 1 without any further consequences.

2. You can receive e 4. In this case, we ask you to promise that

you will pay back e 2 when leaving the cafeteria.

They then indicated their choice by either selecting “I choose

e 1 without any further consequences.” or by selecting “I choose

e 4 and I promise that I will pay back e 2.”

Participants in the control condition received the following

options:

1. You can receive e 1 without any further consequences.

2. You can receive e 4. In this case, you have the choice to pay

back e 0, e 1, e 2, e 3, or e 4 when leaving the cafeteria.

They then either selected “I choose e 1without any further

consequences.” or “I choose e 4 and I can pay back e 0, e 1, e 2,

e 3, or e 4 later.”

Participants who chose e 4 in either condition received

instructions to take a large envelope from a box. We had two

sets of large envelopes: envelops labeled with “Q” and envelops

labeled with “V” (the content was identical, apart from the letter

used for labeling). The last author randomly assigned one letter

to the promise and one letter to the control conditions, and

experimenters remained blind to assignment throughout the study.

Large envelopes featured a map of the cafeteria indicating the

location of the return box (see Supplementary Figure 2). Each

envelope contained four e 1 coins and a smaller return envelope.

The inside of the smaller return enveloped was labeled with a small

“Q” or “V” on the inside (matching the label on the larger envelope)

to allow analysis of return rates per condition. Participants who

chose e 1 in either condition were instructed to take an envelope

labeled “X,” containing a e 1 coin, and told that they did not have

to do anything else.

2.1.3. Data analysis
We collected the small return envelopes and did not open

them until data collection was complete to preserve experimenters’

blindness to conditions (note that condition labels were inside the

envelopes and not visible from the outside). We recorded how

much money (and, if applicable, other content) each envelope

contained. We analyzed data as preregistered. We calculated

confidence intervals and performed chi-square tests and t-

tests using Exploratory Software for Confidence Intervals (ESCI;

Cumming, 2016). The study data can be found on OSF: https://osf.

io/hkna8/.

2.2. Results

We first report the percentage of participants who accepted the

higher payment option in each condition. In the promise condition,

77% of participants (95% CI = [67, 84%], n = 78) chose the

higher amount and promised to pay back e 2 later. In the control

condition, 83% of participants (95% CI = [75, 89%], n = 85)

chose the higher amount. This shows that a large majority of

participants in both conditions chose the higher payment option,
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with no significant difference between conditions [χ2
(1)

= 1.50,

p = 0.221].

Next, we focused on those participants who accepted the higher

payment option. In the promise condition, 63% of participants

(95% CI = [52, 73%], n = 49) returned at least e 2. In the control

condition, 22% of participants returned at least e 2 (95% CI =

[15, 32%], n = 19). There was a significant difference between

conditions in the number of people choosing to return at least e 2:

χ
2
(1)

= 27.40, p < 0.001.

We also compared the average return payments. Participants

in the promise condition paid back more money (M = e 1.31,

SD = e 1.06, 95% CI = [1.07, 1.55]) than participants in the

control condition (M = e 0.78, SD = e 1.33, 95% CI =

[0.50, 1.07]). Payback differed significantly between conditions

[t(161) = 2.78, p = 0.006, d = 0.44]. For further

details on the distribution of returned money see Figure 1 and

Supplementary Table 1.

3. Experiment 2

3.1. Methods

3.1.1. Participants
Data collection took place in front of the same university

cafeteria as in Experiment 1 on six non-successive days (varying

weekdays) between October and December 2019. A total of 202

students participated in the experiment with 100 in the promise and

102 in the ask condition (No data on gender were collected). We

followed the pre-registered stopping rule of at least 100 participants

per condition. To ensure that only students took part and that

participants had not taken part in Experiment 1, we checked and

recorded the last six digits of participants’ student ID (in a separate

file from study data). Participants received up to e 3.60 depending

on their choices.

3.1.2. Procedure
We preregistered the study on OSF prior to data collection:

https://osf.io/u6zp3/files/. The experiment was approved by the

ethics committee of the Faculty of Education and Psychology of the

Freie Universität Berlin (approval no. 028/2019) and participants

gave their informed consent before taking part.

Two experimenters, blind to condition, recruited participants

opposite the entrance to the cafeteria. As in Experiment 1,

participants completed the study on a tablet (7 inch). They

were randomly assigned to conditions using Qualtrics’ built-in

randomizer. After giving their informed consent, they received the

study instructions. They were informed that they would choose

between two different amounts of money and receive the chosen

amount at the end of the survey by taking an envelope from a bag.

They were further told that if they chose the higher amount the

envelope would also contain a stamp and a postcard with a date

indicating a deadline for sending back the card (see below). The

instructions stressed that the decision to send back the postcard

could not be traced back to individual participants. For detailed

instructions, see Supplementary material and preregistration on

OSF (https://osf.io/u6zp3/files/).

In the promise condition, participants saw the following

options:

1. You can receive e 0.10 without any further consequences.

2. You can receive e 3.00 and a e 0.60 stamp (total value:

e 3.60). In this case, we ask you to promise that you will add

a e 0.60 stamp to the enclosed postcard and send it back to us

until the deadline indicated on the card.

They then selected an option by clicking “I choose e 0.10

without any further consequences.” or “I choosee 3.00 and ae 0.60

stamp with a total value of e 3.60 and I promise that I will mail

back the enclosed postcard, franked withe 0.60, until the indicated

deadline (postmark).”

In the ask condition, participants were presented with the

following options:

1. You can receive e 0.10 without any further consequences.

2. You can receive e 3.00 and a e 0.60 stamp (total value:

e 3.60). In this case, we ask you to add a e 0.60 stamp to

the enclosed postcard and send it back to us until the deadline

indicated on the card.

They indicated their choice by clicking “I choosee 0.10 without

any further consequences.” or “I choose e 3.00 and a e 0.60

stamp with a total value of 3.60e and I will mail back the

enclosed postcard, franked withe 0.60, until the indicated deadline

(postmark).”

Participants who chose the higher payment received envelopes

marked with “Q” or “V.” As in Experiment 1, the last author

randomly assigned letters to conditions and experimenters were

blind to assignment. Each envelope contained three e 1 coins,

a postcard, and a e 0.60 stamp to mail the postcard. The front

of the postcard featured the return address (a postbox rented

for the experiment), the condition code (Q/V), and a stamped

return-by date (see Supplementary Figure 3). The back of the

postcard featured the university logo and a field for comments

(see Supplementary Figure 3). Participants who chose the lower

payment amount in either condition were instructed to take an

envelope labeled “X,” containing a e 0.10 coin, and told that they

did not have to do anything else.

3.1.3. Data analyses
Once data collection was completed, we counted returned

postcards and noted whether they had arrived on time. We

also recorded any comments on the cards. Cards with difficult

to read postmarks were photographed and digitally enlarged

to disambiguate the date on the stamp. We analyzed data as

preregistered. We calculated confidence intervals and conducted

chi-square tests using ESCI (Cumming, 2016). The study data is

available on OSF: https://osf.io/hkna8/.

3.2. Results

As in Experiment 1, we first analyzed how many participants

accepted the higher payment option in each condition. The
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FIGURE 1

Return choices of participants in both conditions who opted for the higher payment. The x-axis shows returned amounts of money (in intervals).

Participants received a score of “0” if they returned an empty envelope, returned no envelope at all, or returned other things (e.g., a 100 Kronen bill).

Note that two participants in the control condition returned more than the e 4-endowment that they had received as part of the experiment. Any

returned amount of e 2 or more fulfilled the promise in the promise condition (indicated by the vertical, gray line).

majority of participants accepted the higher payment option in

both the promise condition (89%, 95%CI = [81, 94%], n = 89) and

the ask condition (89%, 95%CI = [82, 94%], n = 91). There was no

significant difference between conditions [χ2
(1)

= 0.002, p = 0.961].

Next, we analyzed return rates of postcards for those

participants who had accepted the higher payment. In line with

our pre-registration, we only counted postcards as fulfilling the

criterion that arrived on time with a stamp and a legible postmark.

In the promise condition, 54% of postcards (95% CI = [44, 64%],

n = 48) arrived on time. In the ask condition, 52% of postcards

(95% CI = [42, 62%], n = 47) arrived on time. There was no

significant difference between conditions [χ2
(1)

= 0.09, p = 0.759].

In an exploratory analyses, we applied a more lenient criterion

and also included postcards that arrived late or with no or

ambiguous postmarks. In the promise condition, two cards arrived

late, two without postmark and one with an ambiguous postmark4,

resulting in a 60% return rate (95% CI = [49, 69%], n = 53). In

the ask condition, three postcards arrived late and two cards had

ambiguous postmarks, resulting in a 57% return rate (95% CI =

[47, 67%], n = 52). Again, the difference between conditions was

not significant [χ2
(1)

= 0.11, p = 0.743].

Examples of comments on returned postcards can be found

in the Supplementary material. We refrained from developing a

coding scheme for the comments as there were not sufficient

comments for systematic coding and analyses.

4 We excluded one card because it was returned without the promised

stamp, which nevertheless seems to have been processed by the postal

service.

4. General discussion

Promises can be powerful devices for

fostering prosocial behavior and cooperation (Ostrom et al.,

1992; Bicchieri and Lev-On, 2007), but their effectiveness has

been predominantly studied in lab settings. We found in two

preregistered field experiments that the majority of participants

(German university students) kept their word even when it was

costly and effortful for them.

Our study extends previous work with US crowd-sourced

workers and Indian adolescents (Woike and Kanngiesser, 2019;

Kanngiesser et al., 2021) and shows that incentivized, voluntary

promises are effective commitment devices. Our findings connect

with recent research investigating whether participants returned a

supposedly lost wallet, which found that most German participants

were honest and returned the wallet (Cohn et al., 2019). In

contrast to Cohn et al. (2019), our paradigm is deception-free,

does not rely on covert confederates, and asks participants for

their informed consent. This ensures that participants are not

unknowingly burdened with participating in a study they did not

consent to. Moreover, the voluntary nature of the promise ensures

that participants’ autonomy was respected (Hertwig and Ortmann,

2008).

Our findings from Experiment 2 revealed similar return rates

in the promise and the ask condition, indicating that the wording

of the commitment had little impact in our study. Analyses of

communication in a high stakes TV show have found that explicit

statements of commitment led to higher cooperation rates than

implicit statements (Turmunkh et al., 2019). Moreover, Woike and

Kanngiesser (2019) found that MTurk participants more likely to

keep a costly commitment to return money when they explicitly

promised as compared to being asked to do it; though payback
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rates in the ask condition were substantially higher than in a

no-commitment control condition. Depending on context, pilot

testing of wording may be needed to ensure that commitments are

formulated in a way that ensures high compliance rates. Moreover,

overt signals of commitment such as pins may further increase

compliance (Baca-Motes et al., 2013; Kessler, 2017).

Our field study recruited German university students as

participants and we chose incentives that were appropriate and

proportionate for this context and population. Applications in

other contexts or with other populations may require some

adjustment of incentives. For example, more than 90% of US

crowd-sourced workers kept their promises for (bonus) incentives

as small as $0.10 and raising those incentives ten-fold from $0.20

(and a promise to pay-back $0.10) to $2.00 (and a promise to pay

back $1.00) only had a small effect (Woike and Kanngiesser, 2019).

Previous studies have found cross-cultural variation in people’s

reasoning about promissory obligations (Miller and Bersoff, 1992;

Song et al., 2009). They have also found that promises are expressed

differently in different languages (Egner, 2006). Systematic cross-

cultural studies on promise-keeping under incentivized conditions

are still lacking and would be an interesting avenue for

future research.

The study focused on investigating the effectiveness of a

voluntary promise intervention under field conditions, but was

not designed to test why people keep their promises. Different

proposals have been made for why people keep their commitments

including a preference for keeping one’s word (Ellingsen and

Johannesson, 2004; Vanberg, 2008), an aversion to disappointing

others’ expectations (Charness and Dufwenberg, 2006), or a

combination of both accounts (Mischkowski et al., 2019). As

decisions in our study could not be linked to individual participants

(and this was stressed in the instructions), we can rule out

reputational costs or fear of sanctions as potential motives.

However, we are unable to say whether participants kept their

word because they preferred to do so or because they thought the

experimenters expected them to keep it (or both).

In summary, the majority of participants in our study kept

their word at a personal cost while engaging in everyday activities

even when there were no foreseeable negative consequences or

reputational costs for breaking it. Our paradigm offers an easy-

to-implement tool for eliciting voluntary commitments that could

be leveraged, for example, to increase pro-environmental behavior

(Baca-Motes et al., 2013), timely tax payments (Koessler et al.,

2019), or school attendance (Benhassine et al., 2015).

Data availability statement

The datasets presented in this study can be found in

online repositories. The names of the repository/repositories and

accession number(s) can be found at: https://osf.io/hkna8/.

Ethics statement

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and

approved by Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Education and

Psychology, Freie Universität Berlin. The patients/participants

provided their written informed consent to participate in this study.

Author contributions

PK, DS, and JW designed the study. DS collected the data. PK

analyzed the data and wrote the first draft of the manuscript. All

authors contributed to manuscript revision, read, and approved the

submitted version.

Funding

We acknowledge support by the Open Access Publication

Initiative of Freie Universität Berlin.

Acknowledgments

We thank Roland Shen, Greta Kluge, Carmen Kaiser, and Sarah

Weihrauch for their help with data collection.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the

absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be

construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the

authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated

organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the

reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or

claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or

endorsed by the publisher.

Supplementary material

The Supplementary Material for this article can be found

online at: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.

1097239/full#supplementary-material

References

Artés, J. (2011). Do Spanish politicians keep their
promises? Party Polit. 19, 143–158. doi: 10.1177/13540688114
07581

Austin, J. L. (1975). How To Do Things With Words. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Baca-Motes, K., Brown, A., Gneezy, A., Keenan, E. A., and Nelson, L. D. (2013).
Commitment and behavior change: evidence from the field. J. Consum. Res. 39,
1070–1084. doi: 10.1086/667226

Balliet, D. (2009). Communication and cooperation in social dilemmas: a meta-
analytic review. J. Conflict Resol. 54, 39–57. doi: 10.1177/0022002709352443

Frontiers in Psychology 06 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1097239
https://osf.io/hkna8/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1097239/full#supplementary-material
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068811407581
https://doi.org/10.1086/667226
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002709352443
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Kanngiesser et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1097239

Belot, M., Bhaskar, V., and van de Ven, J. (2010). Promises and cooperation:
evidence from a TV game show. J. Econ. Behav. Organ. 73, 396–405.
doi: 10.1016/j.jebo.2010.01.001

Benhassine, N., Devoto, F., Duflo, E., Dupas, P., and Pouliquen, V. (2015). Turning
a shove into a nudge? A "labeled cash transfer" for education. Am. Econ. J. 7, 86–125.
doi: 10.1257/pol.20130225

Bhanot, S. P. (2017). Cheap promises: evidence from loan repayment pledges in
an online experiment. J. Econ. Behav. Organ. 140, 246–266. doi: 10.1016/j.jebo.201
7.04.007

Bicchieri, C. (2002). Covenants without swords: group identity,
norms, and communication in social dilemmas. Ration. Soc. 14, 192–228.
doi: 10.1177/1043463102014002003

Bicchieri, C., and Lev-On, A. (2007). Computer-mediated communication and
cooperation in social dilemmas: an experimental analysis. Polit. Philos. Econ. 6, 139–
168. doi: 10.1177/1470594X07077267

Charness, G., and Dufwenberg, M. (2006). Promises and partnership. Econometrica
74, 1579–1601. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-0262.2006.00719.x

Cohn, A., Maréchal, M. A., Tannenbaum, D., and Zünd, C. L. (2019).
Civic honesty around the globe. Science 365, 70–73. doi: 10.1126/science.
aau871

Conrads, J., and Reggiani, T. (2017). The effect of communication channels
on promise-making and promise-keeping: experimental evidence. J. Econ. Interact.
Coordin. 12, 595–611. doi: 10.1007/s11403-016-0177-9

Cumming, G. (2016). The New Statistics: Estimation for Better Research. Available
online at: https://thenewstatistics.com (accessed September 26, 2021).

Egner, I. (2006). Intercultural aspects of the speech act of promising: Western and
African practices. Intercult. Pragm. 3, 443–464. doi: 10.1515/IP.2006.027

Ellingsen, T., and Johannesson, M. (2004). Promises, threats and fairness. Econ. J.
114, 397–420. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-0297.2004.00214.x

Farrell, J. (1987). Cheap talk, coordination, and entry. RAND J. Econ. 18, 34–39.
doi: 10.2307/2555533

Hertwig, R., and Grüne-Yanoff, T. (2017). Nudging and boosting:
steering or empowering good decisions. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 12, 973–986.
doi: 10.1177/1745691617702496

Hertwig, R., and Ortmann, A. (2008). Deception in experiments: revisiting
the arguments in its defense. Ethics Behav. 18, 59–92. doi: 10.1080/105084207017
12990

Heyman, G. D., Fu, G., Lin, J., Qian, M. K., and Lee, K. (2015). Eliciting
promises from children reduces cheating. J. Exp. Child Psychol. 139, 242–248.
doi: 10.1016/j.jecp.2015.04.013

Hobbes, T. (1651/1960). Leviathan. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

Ismayilov, H., and Potters, J. (2016). Why do promises affect
trustworthiness, or do they? Exp. Econ. 19, 382–393. doi: 10.1007/s10683-015-
9444-1

Jacquemet, N., James, A. G., Luchini, S., Murphy, J. J., and Shogren, J. F. (2021).
Do truth-telling oaths improve honesty in crowd-working? PLoS ONE 16, e0244958.
doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0244958

Kanngiesser, P., Sunderarajan, J., and Woike, J. K. (2021). Keeping them honest:
promises reduce cheating in adolescents. J. Behav. Decis. Making 34, 183–198.
doi: 10.1002/bdm.2203

Kataria, M., and Winter, F. (2013). Third party assessments in trust problems with
conflict of interest: an experiment on the effects of promises. Econ. Lett. 120, 53–56.
doi: 10.1016/j.econlet.2013.03.028

Kessler, J. B. (2017). Announcements of support and public good provision. Am.
Econ. Rev. 107, 3760–3787. doi: 10.1257/aer.20130711

Koessler, A.-K. (2022). Pledges and how social influence shapes their effectiveness.
J. Behav. Exp. Econ. 98, 101848. doi: 10.1016/j.socec.2022.101848

Koessler, A.-K., Torgler, B., Feld, L. P., and Frey, B. S. (2019). Commitment to
pay taxes: results from field and laboratory experiments. Eur. Econ. Rev. 115, 78–98.
doi: 10.1016/j.euroecorev.2019.02.006

Miller, J. G., and Bersoff, D. M. (1992). Culture and moral judgment: how are
conflicts between justice and interpersonal responsibilities resolved? J. Pers. Soc.
Psychol. 62, 541–554. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.62.4.541

Mischkowski, D., Stone, R., and Stremitzer, A. (2019). Promises, expectations, and
social cooperation. J. Law Econ. 62, 687–712. doi: 10.1086/706075

Naurin, E. (2014). Is a promise a promise? Election pledge fulfilment in
comparative perspective using Sweden as an example. West Eur. Polit. 37, 1046–1064.
doi: 10.1080/01402382.2013.863518

Ostrom, E.,Walker, J., and Gardner, R. (1992). Covenants with and without a sword:
self-governance is possible. Am. Polit. Sci. Rev. 86, 404–417. doi: 10.2307/1964229

Rawls, J. (1999). A Theory of Justice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press;
Belknap Press.

Sally, D. (1995). Conversation and cooperation in social dilemmas. Ration. Soc. 7,
58–92. doi: 10.1177/1043463195007001004

Scanlon, T. (1990). Promises and practices. Philos. Publ. Affairs 19, 199–226

Searle, J. R. (1969). Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Song, J., Beller, S., and Bender, A. (2009). Conditional promises and threats in
Germany, China, and Tonga: cognition and emotion. J. Cogn. Cult. 9, 115–139.
doi: 10.1163/156853709X414674

Thomson, R., Royed, T., Naurin, E., Artés, J., Costello, R., Ennser-Jedenastik, L.,
et al. (2017). The fulfillment of parties’ election pledges: a comparative study on the
impact of power sharing. Am. J. Polit. Sci. 61, 527–542. doi: 10.1111/ajps.12313

Turmunkh, U., Van den Assem, M. J., and Van Dolder, D. (2019). Malleable lies:
communication and cooperation in a high stakes TV game show. Manage. Sci. 65,
4795–4812. doi: 10.1287/mnsc.2018.3159

van den Assem, M. J., van Dolder, D., and Thaler, R. H. (2012). Split or
steal? Cooperative behavior when the stakes are large. Manage. Sci. 58, 2–20.
doi: 10.1287/mnsc.1110.1413

Vanberg, C. (2008).Why do people keep their promises? an experimental test of two
explanations. Econometrica 76, 1467–1480. doi: 10.3982/ECTA7673

Woike, J. K., and Kanngiesser, P. (2019). Most people keep their word rather than
their money. Open Mind 3, 68–88. doi: 10.1162/opmi_a_00027

Frontiers in Psychology 07 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1097239
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2010.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1257/pol.20130225
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2017.04.007
https://doi.org/10.1177/1043463102014002003
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470594X07077267
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0262.2006.00719.x
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aau871
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11403-016-0177-9
https://thenewstatistics.com
https://doi.org/10.1515/IP.2006.027
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0297.2004.00214.x
https://doi.org/10.2307/2555533
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691617702496
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508420701712990
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2015.04.013
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10683-015-9444-1
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0244958
https://doi.org/10.1002/bdm.2203
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econlet.2013.03.028
https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.20130711
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socec.2022.101848
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euroecorev.2019.02.006
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.62.4.541
https://doi.org/10.1086/706075
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2013.863518
https://doi.org/10.2307/1964229
https://doi.org/10.1177/1043463195007001004
https://doi.org/10.1163/156853709X414674
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12313
https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.2018.3159
https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.1110.1413
https://doi.org/10.3982/ECTA7673
https://doi.org/10.1162/opmi_a_00027
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

	Promises on the go: A field study on keeping one's word
	1. Introduction
	2. Experiment 1
	2.1. Methods
	2.1.1. Participants
	2.1.2. Procedure
	2.1.3. Data analysis

	2.2. Results

	3. Experiment 2
	3.1. Methods
	3.1.1. Participants
	3.1.2. Procedure
	3.1.3. Data analyses

	3.2. Results

	4. General discussion
	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Acknowledgments
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	Supplementary material
	References


