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Academy of Management Review 1981, Vol. 6, No.4, 577-587 

The Escalation of Commitment 
To a Course of Action 

BARRY M. STAW 
University of California- Berkeley 

There are many instances in which individuals can become locked into a costly 
course of action. Because it is often possible for persons who have suffered a setback 
to recoup their losses through an even greater commitment of resources to the same 
course of action, a cycle of escalating commitment can be produced. In this paper, I 
review recent research on the escalation of commitment and try to integrate its 
complex and often conflicting determinants. 

Many of the most difficult decisions an individual 
must make are choices not about what to do in an 
isolated instance but about the fate of an entire 
course of action. This is especially true when the 
decision is whether to cease a questionable line of 
behavior or to commit more effort and resources 
into making that course of action pay off. Do indi­
viduals in such cases cut their losses or escalate 
their commitment to the course of action? Con­
sider the following examples: 

1. An individual has spent three years working on 
an advanced degree in a field with minimal job 
prospects (e.g., in the humanities or social sci­
ences). The individual chooses to invest more 
time and effort to finish the degree rather than 
switching to an entirely new field of study. Hav­
ing obtained the degree, the individual is faced 
with the options of unemployment, working 
under dissatisfying conditions such as part-time 
or temporary status, or starting anew in a com­
pletely unrelated field. 

2. An individual purchased a stock at $50 a share, 
but the price has gone down to $20. Still con­
vinced about the merit of the stock, he buys 
more shares at this lower price. Soon the price 
declines further and the individual is again faced 
with the decision to buy more, hold what he 
already has, or sell out entirely (case taken from 
personal experience). 

3. A city spends a large amount of money to im­
prove its sewer and drainage system. The proj-
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ect is the largest public works project in the 
nation and involves digging 131 miles of tunnel 
shafts, reservoirs, and pumping stations. The 
excavation is only 10 percent completed and is 
useless until it is totally finished. The project 
will take the next 20 years to complete and will 
cost $11 billion. Unfortunately, the deeper the 
tunnels go, the more money they cost, and the 
greater are the questions about the wisdom of 
the entire venture. ["Money down the drain," 
1979] 

4. A company overestimates its capability to build 
an airplane brake that will meet certain techni­
cal specifications at a given cost. Because it wins 
the government contract, the company is forced 
to invest greater and greater effort into meet­
ing the contract terms. As a result of increasing 
pressure to meet specifications and deadlines, 
records and tests of the brake are misrepre­
sented to government officials. Corporate 
careers and company credibility are increasing­
ly staked to the airbrake contract, although 
many in the firm know the brake will not work 
effectively. At the conclusion of the construc­
tion period, the government test pilot flies the 
plane; it skids off the runway and narrowly 
misses injuring the pilot. [Vandiver, 1972] 

5. At an early stage of the U.S. involvement in the 
Vietnam War, George BalL then Undersecre­
tary of State, wrote the following in a memo to 
President Johnson: "The decision you face now 
is crucial. Once large numbers of U.S. troops 
are committed to direct combat, they will begin 
to take heavy casualties in a war they are ill 
equipped to fight in a noncooperative if not 



downright hostile countryside. Once we suffer 
large casualties, we will have started a well­
nigh irreversible process. Our involvement will 
be so great that we cannot-without national 
humiliation-stop short of achieving our com­
plete objectives. Of the two possibilities, I think 
humiliation would be more likely than the 
achievement of our objectives-even after we 
have paid terrible costs." [Sheehan & Ken­
worthy, 1971, memo dated July 1, 1965] 

As evidenced in the above examples, many of the 
most injurious personal decisions and most glaring 
policy disasters can come in the shape of sequential 
and escalating commitments. Judging by popular 
press accounts and the observation of everyday 
events, it appears that individuals may have a ten­
dency to become locked in to a course of action, 
throwing good money after bad or committing new 
resources to a losing course of action. The critical 
question from an analytical point of view is 
whether these everyday examples denote a syn­
drome of decisional errors or are just a post hoc 
reconstruction of events. That is, do decisions 
about commitment to a course of action inherently 
lead individuals to errors of escalation or are we, as 
observers, simply labeling a subset of decisions 
whose outcomes turned out to be negative? 

The Fallible Decision Maker 

In the psychological literature, there have been 
two primary ways of explaining decisional errors. 
One is to point to individual limitations in infor­
mation processing [Ross, 1977; Slovic, Fishhoff, & 
Lichtenstein, 1977; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974]. 
Individuals are limited in their ability and desire to 
search for alternatives and input information, 
recall information from memory, and to compare 
alternatives on multiple criteria. Because of the 
limitations to individual ability at each phase of 
cognitive information processing, the end-product 
of individual decisions may optimize neither per­
sonal utility nor collective welfare. A second way to 
explain decisional errors is to attribute a break­
down in rationality to interpersonal elements such 
as social power or group dynamics. Pfeffer [1977) 
has, for example, outlined how and when power 
considerations are likely to outweigh more rational 
aspects of organizational decision making, and Janis 
[1972) has noted many problems in the decision 
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making of policy groups. Cohesive groups may, 
according to Janis, suppress dissent, censor infor­
mation, create illusions of invulnerability, and ste­
reotype enemies. Any of these by-products of social 
interaction may, of course, hinder rational decision 
making and lead individuals or groups to decisional 
errors. 

Although the limitations to rationality posed by 
the group dynamics and information processing 
literatures can be relevant to commitment deci­
sions, they do not seem to capture the central ele­
ment of the commitment dilemma. A salient fea­
ture of the preceding case examples is that a series of 
decisions is associated with a course of action 
rather than an isolated choice. The consequences of 
any single decision therefore can have implications 
about the utility of previous choices as well as 
determine future events or outcomes. This means 
that sunk costs may not be sunk psychologically 
but may enter into future decisions. 

Under traditional models of economic rationality 
[e.g., Edwards, 1954; Vroom, 1964), resources 
should be allocated and decisions entered into when 
future benefits are greater than future costs. 
Losses or costs that may have been experienced in 
the past but that are not expected to recur should 
not (at least from a normative perspective) enter 
into decision calculations. However, individuals 
may be motivated to rectify past losses as well as to 
seek future gain. One source of this motivation 
may be a desire on the part of individuals to appear 
rational in their decision making. The literature on 
self-justification processes [e.g., Aronson, 1976; 
Festinger, 1957] supports this proposition and at 
least some of the tendency to escalate commitment 
may be explained by self-justification motives. 

Research on the 
Escalation of Commitment 

Self-Justification in Commitment Decisions 

The largest and most systematic source of data 
on the justification of behavior is provided by the 
social psychological literature on forced compliance 
(see Wicklund & Brehm [1976) for an excellent 
review). Typically, in forced compliance studies an 
individual is induced to perform an unpleasant or 
dissatisfying act when no compensating external 



rewards are present. It is generally predicted that 
individuals will bias their attitudes on the experi­
mental task in a positive direction so as to justify 
their previous behavior [Festinger & Carlsmith, 
1959; Pallak, Sogin, & Van Zante, 1974; Weick, 
1964]. Such biasing of attitudes is most likely to 
occur when individuals feel personally responsible 
for negative consequences [Cooper, 1971] and 
when these consequences are difficult to undo 
[Brehm & Cohen, 1961; Staw, 1974]. 

In a series of research studies, my associates and I 
[Staw, 1976; Staw & Fox, 1977; Staw & Ross, 1978] 
also used a self-justification framework in investi­
gating whether decision makers can become over 
committed to a course of action. However, the 
assumption underlying these studies was that indi­
viduals may go beyond the passive distortion of 
adverse consequences in an effort to rationalize a 
behavioral error. By committing new and addi­
tional resources, an individual who has suffered a 
setback could attempt to "turn the situation 
around" or to demonstrate the ultimate rationality 
of his or her original course of action. 

In the first empirical test of an escalation effect 
[Staw, 1976), I used a simulated business case in 
which an administrator could recoup losses through 
the commitment of resources. While acting in the 
role of a corporate financial officer, business school 
students were asked to allocate research and devel­
opment funds to one of two operating divisions of a 
company. Subjects were then given the results of 
their initial decisions and asked to make a second 
allocation of R&D funds. In this study, some parti­
cipants also were assigned to a condition under 
which they did not make the initial allocation deci­
sion themselves, but were told that it was made 
earlier by another financial officer of the firm. The 
results of the experiment showed: (1) that subjects 
allocated more money to the declining rather than 
improving division, (2) that subjects allocated more 
money to the initially chosen division when they, 
rather than another financial officer, were respon­
sible for the initial decision, and (3) there was a 
significant interaction such that subjects allocated 
more money under responsibility for negative con­
sequences than would be expected by the two main 
effects acting alone. These findings supported the 
prediction that administrators may seek to justify 
an ineffective course of action by escalating their 
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commitment of resources to it. 

In a follow-up study [Staw & Fox, 1977), subjects 
were again assigned to both high- and low­
responsibility conditions in the same type of experi­
mental simulation. In this study, however, all sub­
jects were run under a negative-consequences 
condition that persisted over three time periods. 
Time was extended to see if the effects of high 
personal responsibility would persist or whether 
commitment could be built up over time even 
though a decision maker may not have been 
responsible for the original course of action (e.g., 
the Nixon administration became committed to the 
Vietnam War although it did not initiate it). 

The results of this second study were more com­
plex and difficult to interpret than those of the 
previous one. Although the effect of personal 
responsibility was replicated when we simply con­
sidered Time 1 data, there was a significant decline 
in commitment over time for high-responsibility 
subjects, while low-responsibility subjects main­
tained or slightly increased their commitment. In 
explaining these results, we noted that commit­
ment did not diminish as one might expect when 
individuals are given negative feedback or "pun­
ishment" over repeated trials. For example, when 
high commitment was followed by continued nega­
tive consequences, commitment was generally 
decreased, but when low commitment was fol­
lowed by negative consequences, commitment was 
generally increased. Thus, it appeared from the 
data that individuals were actively attempting to 
probe and learn from the system over time. 

The results of these two studies, when con­
sidered together, did not provide evidence for a 
totally self-justifying administrator. The replicated 
effect of personal responsibility demonstrated that 
self-justification may motivate the commitment of 
resources to a course of action. However, when 
choosing to commit resources, subjects did not 
appear to persist unswervingly in the face of con­
tinued negative results or to ignore information 
about the possibility of future returns. These 
inconsistencies led to a third study [Staw & Ross, 
1978) designed specifically to find out how indi­
viduals process information following negative 
versus positive feedback. 

In this third study, previous success/failure and 
causal information about a setback were both 



experimentally varied. Results showed that sub­
jects invested more resources in a course of action 
when information pointed to an exogenous rather 
than endogenous cause of a setback, and this ten­
dency was most pronounced when subjects had 
been given a previous failure rather than a success. 
The exogenous cause in this experiment was one 
that was both external to the program in which 
subjects invested and was unlikely to persist, where­
as the endogenous cause was a problem central to 
the program and likely to persist. These results can 
be interpreted as showing that individuals will 
reduce their commitment to a course of action 
where prospects for future gain are bleak, but that 
they will continue to invest large amounts of 
resources when provided an external cause of fail­
ure and some hope of recouping their losses. 
Unfortunately, individuals may selectively filter 
information so as to maintain their commitment to 
a policy or course of action [Caldwell & O'Reilly, 
1980; Lord, Ross, & Lepper, 1979]. One only has to 
recall the public statements of policy makers during 
the Vietnam War to appreciate the tendency to find 
exogenous and nonrecurring sources of setbacks 
(e.g., monsoon rains, equipment failures, and lead 
time for training allies). 

External vs. Internal Justification 

Although research on commitment has empha­
sized the role of justification, these studies have 
chiefly tapped what could be labeled an internal 
justification process. When justification is con­
sidered primarily as an intra-individual process, 
individuals are posited to attend to events and to act 
in ways to protect their own self-images [Aronson, 
1968, 1976]. But within most social settings, justifi­
cation may also be directed externally. When faced 
with an external threat or evaluation, individuals 
may be motivated to prove to others that they were 
not wrong in an earlier decision and the force for 
such external justification could well be stronger than 
the protection of self-esteem. 

Fox and I recently conducted an empirical dem­
onstration of the effect of external justification 
[1979]. We hypothesized that administrators who 
are vulnerable to job loss or who implement a policy 
they know will be unpopular would be especially 
motivated to protect themselves against failure. In 
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such cases where there is strong need for external 
justification, an administrator would most likely 
attempt to save a policy failure by enlarging the 
commitment of resources. To test this idea, we 
conducted a simulation in which business students 
were asked to play the role of administrators under 
various conditions of job insecurity and policy re­
sistance. The effect of these manipulations on 
resource allocation decisions confirmed the hy­
pothesis. When a course of action led to negative 
results, the administrators who were both insecure 
in their jobs and who faced stiff policy resistance 
were most likely to escalate their commitment of 
resources and become locked in to the losing course 
of action. 

Norms for Consistency 

In addition to the internal and external forms of 
justification, norms for consistency in action may 
be another major source of commitment. A lay 
theory may exist in our society, or at least within 
many organizational settings, that administrators 
who are consistent in their actions are better lead­
ers than those who switch from one line of be­
havior to another. The possibility that there exists 
a shared norm for consistency in behavior is sug­
gested by recent commentary in the popular press 
on the nature of leadership. 

In a sense, Carter seems at last to have experienced 
"his Bay of Pigs," the kind of crisis that historians 
tell us bares the true stuff of presidents, forcing 
them to search out the bedrock of their own con­
victions, to urge the nation toward the same con­
clusions, to make decisions that, if waffled later, 
could produce national trauma and personal politi­
cal eclipse .... Leadership involves total belief and 
commitment. [Sidey, 1978) 

Carter has exacerbated many of the difficulties he 
has faced. His most damaging weakness in his first 
two years has been a frequent indecisiveness .... 
["The State of Jimmy Carter," 1979) 

A President must, plainly, show himself to be a 
man made confident by the courage of his own 
clear convictions .... The American people find it 
easy to forgive a leader's great mistakes, but not 
long meanderings. [Hughes, 1978) 

Evidence for a preference or norm for consis­
tency is also seen in the results of a national political 



survey. In a Gallup Poll on President Carter's popu­
larity after his first year in office [Gallup, 1978], 
respondents who were dissatisfied with the presi­
dent were asked why they felt this way. "Inde­
cisiveness" was the second-most-frequent response 
given by the public and the only response that could 
be coded as a general pattern of behavior (the 
others were related to specific issues of the econ­
omy, foreign policy, campaign promises, etc.). 

These survey and anecdotal data point to the 
possibility of an implicit theory of leadership 
[Calder, 1977; Pfeffer, 1977b] according to which 
effective administrators are fully committed to and 
steadfast in a course of action. In order to test for 
the existence of such a lay theory, Ross and I con­
ducted an experiment on the reactions of individu­
als to selected forms of administrative behavior 
[Staw & Ross, 1980]. Subjects included practicing 
managers, undergraduates in business, and under­
graduates in a psychology course. Each subject was 
asked to study a case description of an administra­
tor's behavior. Manipulated in these case descrip­
tions was consistency vs. experimentation in the 
administrator's course of action as well as the ulti­
mate success or failure of the administrator's 
efforts. In the consistency conditions, the admini­
strator was portrayed as sticking to a single course 
of action through a series of negative results. In the 
experimenting conditions, the administrator was 
portrayed as trying one course of action and, when 
positive results did not appear, moving to a second 
and finally third alternative (as an administrator 
might behave within Campbell's [1969] "experi­
menting society"). Ultimate success or failure 
of the administrator's actions was manipulated 
after two sets of negative results had been re­
ceived by either the consistent or experimenting 
administrator. 

Results showed that administrators were rated 
highest when they followed a consistent course of 
action and were ultimately successful. There was 
also a significant interaction of consistency and 
success such that the consistent-successful admini­
strator was rated more highly than would be pre­
dicted by the two main effects of these variables. 
This interaction supported a predicted "hero effect" 
for the administrator who remained committed 
through two apparent failures of a course of action, 
only to succeed in the end. Finally, the effect of consis-
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tency on ratings of the administrator was shown to 
vary by subject group, being strongest among prac­
ticing administrators, next strong among business 
students, and weakest among psychology under­
graduates. These results suggest not only that con­
sistency in action is perceived to be part of effective 
leadership, but that this perception may be 
acquired through socialization in business and 
governmental roles. 

Toward a Theoretical Model 

From this review of the research conducted to 
date, it should be apparent that commitment is a 
complex process, subject to multiple and sometimes 
conflicting processes. Therefore, it may be helpful 
to consolidate in a single theoretical model the 
shape of the forces affecting commitment deci­
sions, specifying their direction as well as possible 
effect. Such a model is presented in Figure 1. 

The figure depicts four major determinants of 
commitment to a course of action: motivation to 
justify previous decisions, norms for consistency, 
probability of future outcomes, and value of future 
outcomes. Commitment research has concentrated 
on the first two of these determinants, and the 
latter are obviously the two accepted determinants 
of economic and behavioral decision making. It 
should be apparent from the foregoing review that 
commitment research has focused on the processes 
that may lead to departures from rational decision 
making, and that such "nonrational" forces can 
often conflict or interact with traditional elements 
of rationality. After reviewing the major ante­
cedents of commitment, I will address some of the 
complexities and interactive features of the com­
mitment process. 

In Figure 1, motivation to justify decisions can be 
seen as a function of responsibility for negative 
consequences as well as both internal and external 
demands for competence. As depicted in the modeL 
responsibility for negative consequences leads to a 
motivation to justify previous decisions, if there is 
a need to demonstrate competence to oneself or 
others. As already noted, the traditional literature 
on dissonance and self-justification considers only 
the desire of individuals to be correct or accurate 
in decision making for reasons of self-esteem, but 
the need to demonstrate competence to exterr:~al 
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parties may also be a potent force. Our operational­
izations of job insecurity and policy resistance [Fox 
& Staw, 1979] can be interpreted conceptually as 
manipulations of a need to externally demonstrate 
competence. However, although much research 
assumes a need for self-justification, few studies 
have actually manipulated internal competence 
needs. Certainly, Aronson [1968, 1976] speaks of 
self-esteem as influencing justification effects, but 
it is not yet clear whether a devaluation of self­
esteem would lessen or intensify the need to dem­
onstrate competence to oneself and there are no 
empirical results that clarify this issue. Therefore, 
at present, it must simply be posited that most 
individuals possess sufficient internal as well as 
external competence needs for negative conse­
quences to evoke justification effects. Such predic­
tions may be culture bound, but emphases on indi­
vidual rationality and competence are so strong in 
Western societies that they are likely to foster con­
comitant needs for rationalizing one's actions 
[Wicklund & Brehm, 1976]. Likewise, because 
norms for rationality are so dominant in busi­
ness and governmental organizations [Thompson, 
1967], decision makers in these settings may also 
find it necessary to justify their actions to constitu­
ents within and outside the organization. In sum, it 
is ironic that both internal and external needs to 
demonstrate competence can lead to justification, 
because justification is exactly what may detract 
from the rational or competent decision making 
that both individuals and organizations seek to 
achieve [Staw, 1980]. 

Figure 1 shows that there are three determinants 
of responsibility for negative consequences. There 
is evidence from the forced compliance literature 
that previous choice [Collins & Hoyt, 1972; Linder, 
Cooper, & Jones, 1967] and foreseeability of 
outcomes [Brehm & Jones, 1970; Cooper, 1971; 
Goethals, Cooper, & Naficy, 1979] are antecedents of 
perceived responsibility. However, as is noted in 
the figure, there may be other implicating or exon­
erating information of relevance to the individual, 
since a person may be accused of error or may 
accept blame even when he or she did not actively 
participate in a questionable decision [Caldwell & 
O'Reilly, in press.]. Although not every one of 
these antecedents of responsibility has been tested 
in a commitment context, the overall effect of per-
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sonal responsibility on commitment has been repli­
cated several times [Fox, 1981; Staw, 1976; Staw & 
Fox, 1977]. 

Prospective vs. Retrospective Rationality 

As illustrated in Figure 1, forces for justification 
can lead to a form of "retrospective rationality." 
The individual, when motivated by a need to justi­
fy, seeks to appear competent in previous as opposed 
to future actions [Staw, 1980]. In contrast, SEU 
(subjective expected utility) models of behavior 
posit that the individual is prospectively rational, 
seeking to maximize future utility. What adds to 
the complexity of decision making is the fact that 
both forces may operate in commitment decisions. 

As determinants of prospective rationality, some 
set of perceived probabilities and values should 
affect resource allocation decisions. Already within 
commitment situations, we have validated the 
effects of the efficacy of resources [Staw & Fox, 
1977] and the causal persistence of a setback [Staw 
& Ross, 1978]. However, it is possible that individ­
ual perceptions of the likelihood and value of var­
ious outcomes are also influenced by nonobjective 
factors. Conlon and Wolf [1980], for example, 
found that individuals who use a calculating deci­
sion strategy are just as likely to escalate their 
commitment as noncalculators. Also, as shown in a 
recent experiment by Fox [1981], individuals make 
more use of information that exonerates them for 
an earlier error than information that is implicat­
ing. Thus, it can be expected that motivation to 
justify decisions will affect the search for and stor­
age of information by individuals. Likewise, having 
been responsible for negative consequences may 
make the achievement of future outcomes all the 
more important. The value of future returns may 
intensify if they are needed to cover past losses. 
Hence, Figure 1 shows the interplay between some 
of the antecedents of justification and perceived 
probability and value of outcomes-the accepted 
elements of rational behavior. Because of these 
interactions (denoted by dotted lines), it is not 
always clear whether behavior can be labeled as 
strictly prospectively or retrospectively oriented. 

In addition to the confluence of retrospective and 
prospective rationality, there is probably a third 
force of major importance to commitment deci-



sions. Individuals can become committed to a 
course of action simply because they believe consis­
tency in action is an appropriate form of behavior 
[Staw & Ross, 1980]. Individuals sometimes model 
their own behavior on those they see as successful 
within organizations and society in general. These 
effects may be time dependent [Gergen, 1976], in­
asmuch as high-level administrators model their 
behavior on leadership stereotypes that exist in the 
culture at a given time in history. These effects can 
also be noncognitive, since behavior may be 
modeled without a direct calculation of costs and 
benefits [Bandura, 1971]. Thus, the effect of norms 
for consistency is shown in Figure 1 as being 
determined by the cultural and organizational 
norms surrounding individuals and the effect of 
such norms is posited to lead directly to increases in 
commitment to a course of action. Obviously, 
norms could also be integrated into an SEU or 
expectancy model of decision making [Fishbein & 
Ajzen, 1975] and viewed as one element of a pros­
pectively rational decision to commit resources. 
Likewise, norms for consistency can be viewed as 
an outgrowth of individual needs for cognitive con­
sistency [Festinger, 1957] or socialization for con­
sistency within the general society. The possible 
effect of justification on norms for consistency is 
depicted by a dotted line in Figure 1, as is the pos­
sible effect of norms on the perceived probability 
for future outcomes. 

In summary, Figure 1 shows commitment to be a 
complex process dependent on forces for retrospec­
tive rationality, prospective rationality, and behav­
ioral modeling. I have emphasized that commit­
ment decisions are different from simple isolated 
choices, and for that reason, I believe constructs 
other than SEU can explain much of the commit­
ment process. The crucial feature of commitment 
decisions is that an entire series of outcomes is 
determined by a given choice, the consequences of 
any single decision having implications for past as 
well as future events. Thus, commitment decisions 
may be determined as much by a desire to rectify 
past outcomes as to attain future ones. In addition, 
because the decisions are associated with each 
other, norms for consistency in action may over­
ride SEU or economic considerations. Most of the 
antecedents we have explored must of course be 
viewed as very tentative determinants of commit-
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ment. At present, many of the proposed relation­
ships are based as much on theoretical deduction as 
empirical evidence, and this is especially true for 
the interactive effects in Figure 1. Existing data 
have so far identified only simple antecedents of 
commitment, but the model proposes that com­
mitment is a complex product based on multiple 
and conflicting processes. 

An Assessment of 
The Commitment Process 

This article began with a series of examples and 
an inquiry into whether commitment situations 
can inherently lead individuals into errors of escala­
tion. The examples were tilted in the direction of an 
escalation of commitment and in each case the esca­
lation seemed to lead to further problems or losses. 
Obviously, it is also possible that escalation of 
commitment can bring a turnaround of results and 
positive as well as negative consequences. But this 
is not the point. The crucial issue is whether there 
is a tendency to escalate commitment above and 
beyond what would be warranted by the "objec­
tive" facts of the situation. From our research, the 
answer to this question must be a qualified Yes. 

If a decision maker were to escalate commitment 
only when the facts warranted it, there should be 
no effects of justification or norms for consistency 
on commitment. The only variables of relevance to 
"objective" commitment decisions would be factors 
influencing the probability and value of future out­
comes. However, knowledgeable observers of a 
commitment situation do not generally reach the 
same decisions as do actors who have experienced 
losses. In addition, there may be a simple prefer­
ence on the part of individuals for consistency in 
behavior even when it is not warranted by the facts 
of a commitment situation. Thus, motivation to 
justify and norms for consistency may each con­
tribute to a general tendency to escalate. If future 
prospects are especially bleak, and if this informa­
tion is salient to the individual, escalation tenden­
cies may be outweighed by these more pressing 
elements of the situation. Nonetheless, I believe 
research has identified some contributing elements 
to the commonly observed phenomenon of escalat­
ing commitment. 



Many researchers may object to the inclusion of 
"nonrational" elements in a decision framework 
and prefer to think of commitment strictly as a 
function of probabilities and valences in an expec­
tancy theory sense [Edwards, 1954; Vroom, 1964]. 
Of course, it is even possible to collapse all the 
antecedents of commitment into factors influenc­
ing perceived probabilities and valences and finally 
into an SEU calculation. However, this would 
neither reduce the number of variables with which 
we must deal nor improve our understanding. It 
would simply constitute a semantic transformation 
of retrospective and normative factors into a purely 
prospective framework. As examples of this rea­
soning, factors such as personal responsibility for 
losses as well as political vulnerability could be re­
interpreted as an increase in the value of future 
returns if a turnaround were to be reached, thus 
explaining additional commitment to a previously 
chosen course of action. I do not object to these 
interpretations, and they may well be validated 
empirically. However, the usefulness of constructs 
such as justification and norms for consistency is 
that they make salient to the researcher variables that 
not only can explain escalation situations, but that 
would not be emphasized by research posed from 
other theoretical perspectives. 

Implications 

If we accept the conclusion that there is a ten­
dency to escalate on the part of individuals, what 
are its implications? Perhaps the most likely victims 
of an escalation tendency will be behaviors that are 
perceptually associated as parts of a single course of 
action. In such sequences of behavior, both justifi­
cation and consistency influences have been found 
to override more objective elements of the situa­
tion. Prime candidates for escalation therefore 
include resource allocation or investment decisions 
that are identified by an entering and exit value, life 
choices that are linked together with the label of a 
career, and policy decisions for which administra­
tors are held accountable by others in an organiza­
tion or by the general public. In these situations, 
one must be especially wary of escalation tenden-
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cies and perhaps take counteractions to restore bal­
ance to decision making. 

In counterbalancing an escalation tendency, the 
variables outlined in Figure 1 may again be of use. 
For example, individuals should seek and follow the 
advice of outsiders who can assess the relevant 
issues of a decision situation without being respon­
sible for previous losses or subject to internal or 
external needs to justify past actions. Likewise, 
organizations that have experienced losses from a 
given investment or course of action should rotate 
or change those in charge of allocating resources. 
One applied instance of such a counterbalancing 
strategy was recently uncovered by Lewicki [ 1980 ]. 
In a comparative case study, procedures were 
examined in two banks for coping with the problem 
of delinquent loans. The more financially aggres­
sive bank, which had issued loans with greater risk, 
utilized separate departments for lending and 
"workout," the latter department being in charge 
of efforts to recover the bank's investment from 
problem accounts. In contrast, the more conserva­
tive bank, which had fewer delinquent loans, had 
developed no formal procedure for separating 
responsibility for lending and workout, the original 
loan officer being charged with all phases of the 
loan relationship. 

As a final note, this review should help us recog­
nize how difficult it will be to achieve what Camp­
bell [1969] has described as an "experimenting 
society." Our research has shown that administra­
tors sometimes become trapped in a course of 
action by external demands for success [Fox & 
Staw, 1979], and administrative experimentation is 
often viewed as an inappropriate form of leadership 
behavior [Staw & Ross, 1980]. Thus, it may be 
important to revamp performance evaluation sys­
tems facing administrators so that the motivation 
for action will shift from the defense of past actions 
to attainment of future gain (e.g., from a retrospec­
tive to a prospective basis). It may also be necessary 
to retrain administrators and resocialize students 
entering governmental and business organizations 
about the merits of experimentation versus consis­
tency. In each of these ways, the actions of decision 
makers can perhaps be directed away from the 
tendency to escalate. 
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