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What does commitment really mean?

• Latin roots: com-mittere = “to bring together, to entrust, to unite.”
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Margaret Gilbert

• British philosopher (born 1942)
• University of California

• Social ontology
• Analytic philosophy
• Joint commitment
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Commitment

• “A person P is committed to performing act A, 
if and only if
P has sufficient reason to do A”

• The state of commitment TO something

• Starts and ends with a decision, an act of the will

• “A rational ought”
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Strong or robust commitment

• How likely is it that I will undo my decision?

A real decision

A strong “yes” leads to a strong commitment

Competing commitments?

What exactly am I committing to?

What will be difficulties I’ll have to overcome?
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Joint Commitment
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Joint Commitment

• “A and B constitute a plural subject 
 if and only if 
    they are jointly committed to do something as a body.”

• A commitment TO something WITH someone

• Starts and ends with the expression of readiness & common 
knowledge
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Joint Commitment: An experiment
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Joint Commitment

• “A and B constitute a plural subject 
 if and only if 
    they are jointly committed to do something as a body.”

• A commitment TO something WITH someone

• Starts and ends when “readiness to commit” has become 
common knowledge between the people who jointly commit
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Joint Commitment: Demand-rights

Joint Commitment creates mutual obligations

You have the right  to demand that I act according to our commitment

Because of the joint commitment alone

Specific action even without explicit promise
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“Commitment is the linchpin of Scrum”
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Joint commitment in a Scrum team

• “To do something as a body” == “the team is doing something”

• Requires joint commitment

• The expression of readiness of team members

• When this becomes common knowledge, “the team” is born
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Joint commitment in a Scrum team

• The team jointly commits to a goal

• Team members will take action to achieve that goal

• They will take actions that they did not explicitly commit to
• Communicate and share knowledge
• Help and motivate each other
• Solve unforseen problems together
• Do things outside their personal best interest
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Nice theory but where’s the evidence?

Michael Tomasello
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Nice theory but where’s the evidence?
Study 1: Mean percentage of games in which children showed each of the three different types of behavior as their highest response.
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https://www.researchgate.net/publication/26762680_Young_Children's_Understanding_of_Joint_Commitments


Joint Commitment - is it worth the effort?

Kurt Lewin

Autocratic Democratic
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• "There is nothing so practical as a good theory," 

• Kurt Lewin
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Strong joint commitment

• Real commitment requires a real choice
• Strong commitment requires a strong Yes

• Make explicit 
• WHAT we are committing to
• With WHOM we are committing

• Renew joint commitment when any of these change

• Demand action in accordance with commitment

• Reinforce by acting in a way that can only be explained by the joint commitment
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Application in my latest LeSS flip

• Making it a real decision
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Application in my latest LeSS flip

• An explicit yes from everyone when forming teams

simplytom.be - LeSS Conference 2025



Application in my latest LeSS flip

• Team agreements also include demand-right
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Application in my latest LeSS flip

• Sprint goals are explicitly announced
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Nothing new?
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Gilbert and the Scrum guide(s)

V5 July 2016 

V6 Nov 2020

The Scrum team commits to its goals and to each other.
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See you around!

• in the open space
• at the bar

• In Leuven next August for the
Agile-Lean Europe UnConference

• simplytom.be
• simplificationofficers.com
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