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ROGERS: What’s the most recent promise you made? Perhaps you vowed 

to stop smoking or lose weight? Or you promised to spend more time with 

your family? Have you noticed that pledges and promises seem to be on the 

march? There are the big, solemn set-pieces that take place in town halls up 

and down the country:

CITIZENSHIP CEREMONY CLIP:

We will now as an entire group make our pledge of commitment to the 

people of the United Kingdom. All repeat after me. I will give my 

loyalty (all repeat) to the United Kingdom (all repeat) and respect its 

rights and freedoms. (all repeat) I will uphold … (all repeat/fades 

under)   

ROGERS: New British citizens vowing to obey the law and to contribute 

to the life of the nation. And there are pledges individuals make:

ORD: I made a pledge to give at least 10% of my income from now 

until I retire to wherever I think it can do the most to help fight 

poverty in the world. I’ve pledged to give everything that I earn above 

£20,000 each year, but at the moment I’m actually giving more than 

this. This year I gave everything above £15,000.

ROGERS: While some pledge large sums of money, others promise to 

become better people.

GILBERT: The Acceptable Behaviour Agreement is a voluntary 

agreement that we make with an individual that is engaging with anti-

social behaviour. They will be agreeing not to be throwing stones at a 

neighbour’s house. So, yeah, they are promising not to do what they’ve 

been doing before anymore.

ROGERS: Promises to stop behaving anti-socially. Charitable pledges. 

Citizenship oaths. And it doesn’t stop there: Promises are also being used 

in tackling drug and alcohol addiction; The Prime Minister’s Commission 

on the future of Midwifery and Nursing, which reported in March, wants 

all nurses to sign a new Nurses’ Pledge. A recent report sponsored by the 

Children’s Society promotes civil ceremonies and a family vow for all 

new-born children. The list goes on. Why are policy makers so eager to get 

us promising all of a sudden? Dr David  Halpern, Director of Research at 

the Institute for Government in London has been working closely with the 

new Prime Minister’s team, helping them prepare them for power. 

HALPERN: Most of the big policy challenges that we face actually 

have strong behavioural components - be that in relation to crime or 

education and so on - to understand what makes societies and 

economies operate. Actually it’s promises substantially. That’s what it 

is. It’s this pattern of exchange between people. Yes, there’s a new set 

of tools for policy makers to use. Well I’ve been interested in a lot of 

behavioural influences and one of them is definitely essentially 

encapsulated by promises - the idea that simply making a commitment 

to another person or even to yourself actually changes your behaviour, 

and it can change it quite dramatically. 

ROGERS: The crucial question is: Does the evidence support his claim? 

Governments are increasingly drawing on new academic thinking in 

psychology and economics - work closely associated with American 

behaviour-change gurus like Richard Thaler and Robert Cialdini. And 

pledges - or as the policy wonks call them ‘commitment devices’ -  are 

seen as one of the most promising tools in the behaviour-change tool box. 

David Halpern is co-author of the Mindspace Report, published by the 

Cabinet Office this March and subtitled: “Influencing Behaviour Through 

Public Policy”.

HALPERN: Well I’ll just give you a little example. One which policy 

makers have wrestled with for quite a while is people who don’t attend 

for appointments in public services. So you said you’re going to go to 

your GP or your consultant, and then about 15% of people don’t turn 

up. We know from research in other areas - in fact restaurants are a 

good example … Robert Cialdini gives an example of a restaurant 

which had a don’t attend rate of 30%, which is quite high: people 

didn’t turn up to their meal when they said they would. A tiny change, 

which is when people book their meal, you say … the staff pause to 

allow the person to respond. “Will you tell us if you’re not going to be 

able to make it?” And of course you say “Yes.” Just in that moment, 

you’ve made a promise, a commitment that becomes explicit, and the 

don’t-attends drop from 30% to 10% in the restaurant. Now if you do 

the same with the NHS, for example, on the face of it you’re talking 

about hundreds of millions of pounds. So it’s just a nice micro example 

of what looks like a very small change, but in fact might be very 

consequential.  

ROGERS: I like that restaurant example but my favourite illustration of the 

power of the promise comes from the psychologist Thomas Moriarty, who 

back in 1972 staged petty thefts on a New York beach. First he had a 

colleague place a towel near another sun bather, lie there for a few minutes, 

and then walk away, leaving his radio. Moriarty then arranged for another 

colleague to ‘steal’ the radio. In a second version of the experiment, the 

man with the towel asked the neighbour to keep an eye on the radio. When 

the colleague tried to steal it, in the first version, only four out of twenty 

stepped in to challenge the thief. But in the second version, once the 

neighbour had made an explicit commitment to watch out for the radio, 19 

out of 20 intervened. It’s experiments like these which offer the prospect of 

cheap and effective ways of changing behaviour that explain why policy-

makers are so interested in promises. But these “commitment devices” 

which are so popular these days are actually as old as the hills, says Robin 

Dunbar, Professor of Evolutionary Anthropology at Oxford University. 

DUNBAR: I think the problem goes back to the nature of primate 

sociality actually. We are monkeys and apes, as are all the other 

primates, and the whole nature of their form of sociality is there’s a 

kind of implicit social contract. And those kind of socialities are very 

susceptible to free riders - those who will take the benefit and don’t 

pay quite all the costs. They’re the ones who borrow your coffee and 

don’t pay it back. And that kind of thing is very destructive to the 

stability and cohesion of small-scale communities, so you need 

mechanisms which force people to toe the line as it were and to abide 

by the broadly accepted communal way of doing things.  

ROGERS: For Robin Dunbar one prehistoric social contract is particularly 

important: 

DUNBAR: One of the central issues for humans is the fact that we 

seem to have these pair bonded mating relationships. And the problem 

for that is if you’ve got a social system - as humans do - where you 

have a division of labour and one sex is off gathering nuts over there 

and the other sex is off hunting over there, then your mate as it were is 

exposed to the risks of being stolen from you by sundry others. And 

that’s a very serious problem because it becomes very, very disruptive 

if people start messing around with other people’s personal 

relationships, and it’s that kind of public recognition that there is a 

public contract there that you mustn’t destabilise or interfere with. 

You know promising is simply the other side of that. 

ROGERS: We still use commitments and promises in an attempt to shore-

up fragile ‘pair-bonded mating relationships’. We call them marriage vows. 

Encouraging marriage featured high on the Conservative Party’s recent 

election pledge list. But is there any evidence that marriage promises and 

civil partnership vows make a difference?  David Halpern.

HALPERN: One simple way of looking at it is you might say well 

what’s the survival rate of marriages relative to cohabitation? If a 

child is born to a cohabiting couple, it’s about 35% will then be 

together still at 16. If they’re married or they were married when the 

child was born, it’s about 70%. 

ROGERS: Might it not be the case that the sort of people who are 

more likely to stay together get married rather than marrying 

explaining why they stay together?

HALPERN: It absolutely might do. I mean it’s quite difficult to do 

controlled experiments on marriages and, therefore, you’ve always got 

that question about those underlying differences. But what you can do 

is you can look at other things that are a bit like it in more controlled 

circumstances and you can try and isolate the effect of the promise per 

se. So a nice experiment, for example, where people say they’re going 

to exercise, they’re part of a programme. Where the people made a 

promise, 81% then go on to do the exercise. Where they didn’t make 

the explicit promise, it’s only it’s only 31%.

ROGERS: That 81% finding, from a randomised control trial, is 

impressive. But it contrasts sharply with the results of another recent 

survey by the psychologist Richard Wiseman at the University of 

Hertfordshire that almost four out of five people fail to keep their New 

Year’s resolutions! And this raises the question: Why are some promises 

more effective than others?

HALPERN: There seem to be two kind of active ingredients to why 

promises work especially. One is our desire to be consistent. So where 

there’s a discrepancy such as between our behaviour and our 

attitudes, we try and line it up one with another. The second element 

actually to a promise though is not just consistency, but is a kind of 

contract. It’s an exchange that happens: so I will do this and you will 

do that. Of course a marriage vow encapsulates that. You know you 

literally do the vows one to another. Well many promises have that 

characteristic. And they then latch onto reciprocity and we have a very 

strong instinct if you like, certainly a habit, to reciprocate. So there’s 

two key components - a desire to be consistent and our desire normally 

to reciprocate - and they’re bundled together in the promise. 

ROGERS: Apart from commitment and reciprocity, it’s important that 

pledges, like marriage, are made voluntarily. And written commitments 

have more stickability than verbal ones. Liz Richardson, Research Fellow 

in Civic Engagement at Manchester University, says it also matters to 

whom you pledge:   

RICHARDSON: I am pledging in a marriage to I care about the 

people I’m pledging to. That’s your partner and your friends, and then 

after that the church and the state. But you’re not pledging to the 

church and the state in the first instance. It’s people you care about. 

Whereas pledging to Manchester City Council - much as I love 

Manchester City Council - it’s not the same as talking to my … you 

know pledging to my parents or my aunty. I think they’re very 

different. They’ve got a very different fundamental nature and it’s 

about how far we care about, the people who we’re pledging to, their 

opinion of us.  

SEGUE 

ORD: I suppose if I did fail to keep the pledge, I would look very silly 

and it would be publicly very embarrassing. But I‘m not very worried 

about this because I just don’t think it’s going to happen. 

ROGERS: Dr Toby Ord, British Academy Post-Doctoral Research Fellow 

in Philosophy at the University of Oxford who has pledged to give more 

than 1 million pounds to charity over the course of his working life. Did he 

put in place any mechanisms to help him keep to his promise? 

ORD: Not really, apart from the pledge being public and out there for 

everyone to see if I do fail. I’ve started a society called ‘Giving What 

We Can’. We have a written pledge for everyone in the society that 

they can sign. It’s not a legally binding contract, but the idea is that it’s 

something like a sincere promise that’s entered into in the full belief 

that you’ll be able to follow through on it.

ROGERS: What’s been the reaction of your friends and family?

ORD: It’s definitely been encouraging. I’ve had a lot of support from 

friends and family. And I was particularly impressed that a number of 

my friends who I hadn’t heard talk about the issues of global poverty 

came out and said that they wanted to join me and to make a pledge 

themselves. It really made them think about those things.

ROGERS: So it’s been a bit of a sort of snowball effect. And is that 

still continuing?

ORD: Yeah, that is continuing.

ROGERS: When you first started this up, how many people were 

there who made the pledge?

ORD: Twenty-three.

ROGERS: And how many are there now?

ORD: Forty-six.

ROGERS: Toby Ord’s ‘Giving What We Can’ campaign publishes 

members’ pledges on its website. And internet pledge banks are on the rise: 

They work by raising the visibility of our promises and also allowing us to 

create mutually obliging, reciprocal ones, with members posting pledges 

like: “I will plant a tree, but only if fifteen other people will do the same”.  

Simon Burrall, Director of  ‘Involve’, a not-for-profit organisation that 

promotes public participation in decision making, agrees that the internet is 

the new public: 

BURRALL: You could look to things like the Guardian’s 10:10 

campaign around reducing carbon dioxide emissions by 10% by the 

end of this year, and that’s something that has tapped into an energy 

that’s there and people are making this sort of pledge on the site. And 

you can imagine how that might have more of an effect. One of the 

things that we know is a trigger for why people engage more widely in 

community type activities (and one of the big triggers) is around the 

social networks they have; and if they’re asked by somebody they 

know to become part of the Parent Teachers Association or to come 

and run a stall at the local farmers market or whatever it be, they’re 

much more likely to take part because it’s got that very personal 

contact. 

ROGERS: So, a friendly figure can encourage us to live up to our 

commitments. But so can another mechanism: Knowing that someone is 

looking over your shoulder to make sure that you’re behaving civically. It 

doesn’t even matter if that ‘someone’ is not real. The evolutionary 

anthropologist Robin Dunbar. 

DUNBAR: It’s a mechanism that trades on some very powerful 

psychological mechanisms. I mean you only need to put a pair of eyes 

literally above a donation bowl and people will be much more 

assiduous in making contributions say for a free for all coffee machine 

but you know give us 50p as it were per cup. People are much more 

likely to make their donations if they have the sense that they’re being 

watched, and you can create that simply by putting a pair of eyes, a 

picture of a pair of eyes above the money plate as it were. So we’re 

very sensitive to those kind of things.

ROGERS: Many of the factors we’ve identified as important for promise-

keeping come together when a pledge is used to tackle anti-social 

behaviour. Tracy Gilbert is the Acceptable Behaviour Agreement 

Coordinator for the London Borough of Croydon.

GILBERT: It’s an agreement made between a group of people and it’s 

an agreement that not only that young person is agreeing to a certain 

type of behaviour, but we are also agreeing as a group to support them 

in changing their behaviour. 

ROGERS: So who will usually be round the table?

GILBERT: Well we will have the individual that’s involved in the anti-

social behaviour, and if they’re under 18 their parent or carer will be 

there. We will have the police there. We will have somebody from the 

local authority, which is usually me. If there’s behaviour relating to 

school behaviour, then their teachers will be there. And anyone else 

that has an interest in that case. But it’s always with the police and 

with the local authority and always with the young person, always with 

the parent.

ROGERS: And what form does a Behaviour Agreement take?

GILBERT: It’s a written document. It will have conditions on it that 

are prohibitive. It will have their name, address, date of birth, the 

school that they’re attending, and it will also have a little section at the 

back that they will sign and that the parent will sign if they’re under 

18, and that I will sign and that the police officers will sign as well.

ROGERS: And how many do you do?

GILBERT: We have about 100 to 150 a year that actually end up as 

agreements. We have obviously a lot more referrals than that. In 

Croydon we find that Acceptable Behaviour Agreements, they’re 

extremely successful because we get an opportunity to look at what’s 

going on in a whole 24 hour period of each member of the family’s life 

and we can offer support to all of those concerned. It is about 

providing support alongside enforcement as well. 

ROGERS: When a young person signs an agreement, if they do 

something wrong there’ll often be repercussions, there’ll be a stick in 

the background. How important is the agreement and how important 

is the stick in changing their behaviour?

GILBERT: I think the agreement itself is very valuable because it is a 

challenge for a young person to accept and commit to; and I think 

psychologically when a young person signs an agreement rather than 

just being told verbally, they are much more likely to do that. Of 

course there are sanctions if the agreement is not adhered to and that 

plays a part as well, and that would be means by an Anti-Social 

Behaviour Order. It’s a court order. And although it’s still a civil 

action, if that is then breached, then that becomes an arrestable 

offence. That’s then criminal behaviour and a criminal offence, and 

that would be the next stage we would move on to. 

ROGERS: Acceptable Behaviour Agreements certainly seem to be 

effective. According to Tracy Gilbert more than 90% of offenders in 

Croydon stick to the terms of their agreement. But, as is so often the case, 

it’s hard to establish the significance of the promise per se and what role 

other factors, like the support given to offenders or the threat of criminal 

sanctions, play in the success of Acceptable Behaviour Agreements. 

Liz Richardson, whom we heard from earlier on marriage, has recently 

conducted, with other social scientists at Manchester University, perhaps 

the only scientific experiment in the United Kingdom intended to isolate 

the effect of promising from the effect of anything else.  What did they 

find?  

RICHARDSON: The first thing we found was pledge schemes are 

actually really, really popular - more popular than we expected. So 

there’s pledge schemes … For example my personal favourite is in 

Chorley Borough Council and they have a pledge scheme where 

citizens can pledge to do things that will ‘make Chorley smile’. So it’s 

all about being civil and civic - so going to picnics and helping your 

neighbours and that sort of thing. But out of all of this wonderful feel-

good stuff - you know hundreds and thousands of people pledging to 

be better citizens - there wasn‘t any clear evidence about whether this 

worked or not. The problem is that we suspect that people who pledge 

are already more motivated and therefore more likely to do it, so we 

needed to do pledging in a way that ruled that out. So what we did was 

a randomised control trial like they use in medicine. We got 12,000 

people in Manchester and we decided to ask them to donate a 

children’s book to a charity called Community Heart, which sets up 

libraries in South Africa for schools. But what we did is we asked the 

12,000 people in three different ways. So we either asked people would 

you donate a book to this charity? Very simple; no pledge involved. 

The second group of people, we asked them to pledge to donate a book 

by returning a postcard and then we asked them to donate the book. 

The third group, we asked to pledge to donate a book, but we also told 

them that if they did we would publicise their names locally to thank 

them for their commitment.

ROGERS: And what were the results?

RICHARDSON: People in the controlled group - that is the people we 

just asked simply please give us a book - 7% of those people donated a 

book. In the pledge group, 8% of people donated a book. So that’s 

more people, but the difference isn’t big enough. It could just be by 

chance, so it’s not a statistically significant difference. In the third 

group - the pledge plus publicity group, so people who pledged and 

told their names would be publicised - 9% of people in that group 

donated a book, and that is a significantly different result to the people 

who we just asked. So what we ended up with was that people in the 

pledge group who were told their names would be publicised, that 

worked better than just asking people.

ROGERS: But even if it was pledging that was explaining the 

difference here, the difference is very, very slight.

RICHARDSON: That’s right. If you look at the impact of pledge as a 

particular tool, I think the jury is still out. I personally think pledging 

possibly isn’t the big answer for me to changing behaviour.  

ROGERS: At first sight Richardson’s findings seem to represent a slap in 

the face for the promising enthusiasts. But it’s important to distinguish 

between two questions here: Firstly: Which  techniques are most likely to 

produce the best results? Liz Richardson’s experiment found clear answers 

to this: Those who were promised public recognition donated most. The 

second question is: Once people make a public pledge: How likely are they 

to follow through with it? Here the Manchester experiment is less clear, 

although most people who did pledge also ended up by donating their 

books. There are, however, more familiar, down to earth grounds for being 

a bit sceptical about the benefits of promises and vows: We all take some 

promises more seriously than others. Perhaps there are white promises just 

as there are white lies. I know I have RSVPed to parties but then did not 

turn up. And I invariably assure my dentist that I will floss every night, 

which I don’t. Sounds familiar? How many of us have promised that we 

have read and understood the terms and conditions on a form, without 

having really read them, let alone understood them? We need to get real, 

says Liz Richardson.

RICHARDSON: We aren’t perfect a lot of the time, and because 

human beings are very fallible life gets in the way of all of our good 

intentions. Really when you’re thinking about how you live your life 

and the choices that you’re making, sometimes you know you live by 

your principles. For some things, at some points, other priorities take 

precedence. And I think that’s really here where we’re going with this 

- that making it easier for people to make the right choices is the key 

thing. Not that we don’t want to do the right thing and we’re not 

happy to promise to do the right thing, but maybe it’s just not strong 

enough.

ROGERS: So for you, that experiment has really shaken your belief in 

the central social institution which is the promise?

RICHARDSON: Yes. And when we were discussing whether to start 

the project at all, we nearly, very nearly pulled the research because 

we were so unconvinced that we would get an effect. Not because the 

literature isn’t very strong - the idea is very attractive. This idea that 

you make a commitment in public and then you do the right thing by 

yourself by living up to your public commitment is such a seductive 

idea, but the sort of people who would make that public commitment 

are the sort of people who are likely do this anyway. And, as we saw in 

our research, the pledge by itself didn’t transform the results. A pledge 

to behave more acceptably and reduce the amount of crime that you’re 

in - people pledging not to use alcohol or drugs- usually comes with 

some form of enforcement attached to it, so it’s not simply a voluntary 

pledge. It isn’t necessarily the pledge that’s persuading the person to 

stay out of trouble. 

ROGERS: Which doesn’t mean to say that stronger enforcement is the 

answer. Support is equally important, as Tracy Gilbert from Croydon 

Council pointed out. And perhaps more public recognition of promise-

keeping is needed. It certainly did the trick in Liz Richardson’s experiment. 

But all this support and enforcement - carrots and sticks - implies a lot of 

government involvement in our lives. John Spurr is Professor of History at 

Swansea University. He’s currently writing a book on early modern oaths 

and pledges.  From his long perspective, John Spurr warns against the state 

getting heavy-handed when it comes to promises.  

SPURR: One of the things that Henry VIII did was impose upon an 

entire population an oath that recognised his daughter by his new 

queen. One of the difficulties is of course you never know what people 

believe in their hearts, and many people would have sworn an oath 

and yet may have remained loyal in some vestigial way to the Catholic 

traditions that were represented by Henry VIII’s first queen. This 

whole process of underpinning a change of regime by making people 

swear an oath - often referred to as bitter pills, state oaths that people 

had to swallow down to qualify themselves for office, for public life 

and so on - that whole process made people question the real validity 

of a regime that had to do this to get if you like that external sign of 

loyalty.

ROGERS: The contemporary revival of “external signs of loyalty “ are 

Citizenship Ceremonies. We heard one at the start of this programme. Are 

they a “Déjà- Vue” for the historian John Spurr?

SPURR: There is a lesson from history here, I think, and that is that 

imposing oaths inevitably creates a sense, for some people at least, that 

oaths are being used cynically by those who impose them, and are 

being treated or abused by those who take them. Time and time again 

in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries people saw a solemn oath being 

sworn casually and then broken the very next day. Now if we’re 

moving into a period when promises and promises backed up by 

ceremonies that are akin to oath taking are going to be used much 

more by the state, then we are effectively putting ourselves at risk of 

the same process of people turning away from these promises and 

regarding them essentially as not worth the paper they’re written on, 

or, as they said in the early modern period, “oaths are but words and 

words are wind.”   

ROGERS: For centuries, rulers have tried to influence from which way the 

wind is blowing. And this hasn’t changed says Simon Burrall from the 

community-participation think tank ‘Involve’.

BURRALL: It’s probably illegitimate for government to try and 

impose one pathway on society when society doesn’t really know what 

it wants to look like, which is why a conversation is as important as 

trying to force a behaviour change. One problem is that pledges can 

often deal with symptoms rather than actually getting to the 

underlying causes, and so unless a conversation is had between those 

who’ve identified the problem (whether it be government or 

community) and those who are causing the problem around actually 

what’s underlying it, the pledge isn’t going to make any difference. 

ROGESR: Simon Burrall is surely right: Addressing the causes is 

important. Public pledges and promises mustn’t be used by government as 

a cheap option to paper over the cracks. But where does this leave me? I 

started out making this programme believing that  promising does have an 

effect on human behaviour. And I still think promises can be powerful 

things. Perhaps I am too optimistic:  There‘s a disappointing lack of robust 

evidence about their effectiveness. But policy makers are still keen to 

promote them. Why?  

HALPERN: In fiscally tight, or indeed at any other time, you want to 

be interested in things that look like they cost less; and so in that sense, 

yes, there’s a new set of tools for policy makers to use.

ROGERS: Even if we could prove that promises can work as a cheap 

solution, David Halpern acknowledges they’re still a problem for 

government.  

HALPERN: There is of course normally often controversy around 

them, for several reasons. One is because these behavioural techniques 

can often be perceived as being manipulative and, therefore, you kind 

of need the permission of the public to use them. The other thing is 

that they play on - particularly promises actually - a lot of their power 

comes with kind of … they’re rooted in our relationships and our 

everyday life, and so the state has to tread rather carefully into the 

space. Often its role is not to be a key partner in the promise. It might 

be, but to facilitate citizens to be able to make promises to each other 

or themselves. 

ROGERS: State-led attempts to incentivise promising or impose it on 

people could be counter-productive. We are not pawns in an official 

Whitehall or townhall game, easily manipulated by the latest clever policy 

idea. And promises alone will have very limited effect in combating deeply 

entrenched problems, like addiction or offending, if they’re not 

accompanied by strong support systems which cost money. But where 

sincerely and freely entered into, promises could help us resist some of the 

many temptations we face.

