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Experiencing coordination and commitment in joint action:
a cross-cultural qualitative study
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ABSTRACT

Previous research provides evidence that, in the context of joint action, individuals’
sense of commitment sustains their motivation to persist and to resist temptations and
distractions. In addition, there is evidence that individuals’ sense of commitment in joint
action varies along with individual and cultural differences. In the current study, we
carried out semi-structured interviews with 8 Ukrainian and 7 lItalian participants in
order to probe their attitudes about commitment in joint action. During the interviews,
we showed our participants a series of videos of an everyday joint action, which had
been produced and validated in previous studies. Thematic analysis of the interview
transcripts revealed that participants tended to think that simply initiating a joint action
creates some form of commitment to continue; that they perceived a higher degree of
commitment in joint actions with a higher degree of coordination; and that they
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emphasized that the degree of commitment between two agents in a joint action
depends on the relationship between the two agents. Strikingly, however, we also
found that our participants were highly reluctant to impute obligations to the observed
agents.

Introduction

Joint action is a pervasive and important feature of human life (Henrich & Muthukrishna, 2021; Sebanz
et al.,, 2006; Tomasello, 2009). It enables us to achieve our goals more efficiently than we otherwise could
and, in many cases, to achieve goals that could not otherwise be achieved. But our penchant for joint
action also requires us to rely upon others to act as we expect them to and sometimes to persist in
carrying out actions because others are expecting and relying on us to do so. How do we know when
to rely on others? And how do we determine when to persist in carrying out actions that others are
relying on us to perform? It has been suggested that our sense of commitment plays an important role
in meeting these challenges. By stabilizing agents’ motivation in the face of fluctuations in their desires
and interests, the sense of commitment facilitates the planning and coordination of joint actions involv-
ing multiple agents and unfolding over shorter or longer timescales, and helps to stabilise otherwise
risky cooperative endeavours (Michael et al.,, 2016a, Michael, 2022; Michael & Pacherie, 2015).

And indeed, previous research provides evidence that, in the context of joint action, individuals’ sense
of commitment sustains their motivation to persist and to resist temptations and distractions (Chennells
and Michael, 2018; Michael, 2022; Michael et al, 2016b; Székely and Michael, 2018). In addition, this
sense of commitment can be enhanced by cues that a joint action partner is expecting and relying on
one to perform one’s contribution. For instance, Michael et al. (2016b); Chennells et al., 2022) reported
evidence that a high degree of coordination can serve as a cue of a joint action partner’s expectations
and reliance, and accordingly may boost the sense of commitment to persist in a joint action.

It has also been shown that there are substantial individual and cultural differences in people’s sense
of commitment in joint action. For instance, it has been shown that individuals with borderline
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personality disorder Michael et al. (2021) or with higher levels of borderline traits (Ooi et al., 2018) react
more negatively to perceived violation of implicit commitment in joint action, and that Indian partici-
pants are ten times as likely as British participants to perceive an obligation to persist in a casual every-
day interaction (Michael et al., 2025). Interestingly, despite the dramatic differences in their willingness
to impute obligations, Indian and British participants differed only slightly with respect to the degree of
persistence they would expect themselves or others to exhibit. This raises the possibility that some basic
aspects of the sense of commitment (i.e. behavioral tendencies and expectations of others’ behaviors)
may be more constant across cultures, and may operate intuitively and be relatively de-coupled from
people’s reflective judgments. In other words, cultural factors may generate a diversity in how people
experience and interpret a basic set of motivations and expectations which are shared across cultures.
This may indicate that any such aspects have been shaped by natural selection (Heintz et al.,, 2015),
although it is also possible that they result from reinforcement learning if the relevant context of rein-
forcement is sufficiently uniform across cultures (Heyes, 2022).

The current research

In order to explore these ideas, we carried out a qualitative study with 8 Ukrainian and 7 Italian partic-
ipants. The choice of these two cultures was based on convenience: the interviews were conducted by
one Ukrainian research assistant and one Italian research assistant. The study was designed to probe
participants’ intuitive expectations and attitudes about commitment in joint action, as well as their reflec-
tive judgments and the relationship between those intuitive expectations and attitudes, on the one
hand, and their reflective judgments on the other. To this end, we showed our participants a series of
videos of an everyday joint action, which had been produced and validated in previous studies (Michael
et al., 2016a).

Methods
Participants

The participants were 7 Italians and 8 Ukrainians (7 females, 8 males; ages 20-52, M=26.1, SD=9.6). The
sample size was determined as appropriate on the basis of the guidelines for studies using thematic
analysis outlined in Braun and Clarke (2006). Each participant was interviewed in her native language
(Italian or Ukrainian, respectively) by a fellow native speaker. They were recruited from the social net-
works of the interviewers, and were acquainted but not related with the interviewers. The study was
approved by the Ethical Review Committee for Research at the University of Milan, and was conducted
in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. All participants gave their informed written consent.

Procedure

We showed participants brief (approximately 40-second) video clips in which one individual was pre-
sented as having the task of cleaning up a large pile of sand, and a second individual (a stranger) pass-
ing by joined in because the pile was blocking his way. The videos were the same as in a previous study
investigating the relationship between coordination and commitment in a US sample (Michael et al,
2016b) and can be accessed here:

Low Coordination: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=48wfExIGgyA

High Coordination: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Uv12hwLdLg

In Phase 1 participants viewed a version of the video in which the two agents were not highly coor-
dinated—i.e. they worked in parallel. In Phase 2, participants viewed a version of the video in which the
agents were not highly coordinated—i.e. they formed a chain, with one of them scooping sand into a
bucket and passing the bucket to the other agent, who then emptied it into a container. In both videos,
it was apparent that the pile of sand would soon be reduced sufficiently for the second agent to pass.
The possibility of moving on thus presented the helper with a tempting outside option.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=48wfExIGgyA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Uv12hwLdLg
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In each phase, participants were asked to imagine themselves in the scenario depicted in the video,
and then asked to respond to a series of questions probing their sense of commitment:

The persistence question: ‘If you were in Thomas'’s position, how long would you continue to help?' The purpose
of the persistence question was to include a measure of the degree to which participants would feel commit-
ted to continue helping in the scenario.

The expectation question: ‘If you were in Peter’s position, how long do you think you would expect Thomas to
continue to help? The purpose of the expectation question was to measure the degree to which participants
anticipate that others would feel committed to help.

The obligation question: ‘Do you think that Thomas has an obligation to help?’ The purpose of the obligation ques-
tion was to probe whether participants perceive the situation as one in which there is a moral obligation to help.

The annoyance question: ‘If you were in Peter’s position, how annoyed do you think you would be if Thomas
were to stop before the completion of the job? The annoyance question was intended to probe participants’
more implicit normative attitudes about commitment: even if they did not explicitly judge there to be any
obligation to help in this scenario, they may nevertheless have imagined that they would feel annoyed in the
event that the helper stopped helping; if so, this would indicate an implicitly normative attitude.

Whenever participants changed their answers from Phase 1 to Phase 2, they were asked to explain
why. The interviewers were instructed to continue asking for further clarification for as long as they
judged that the participant may be willing and able to further elucidate their thought process.

Then, participants were asked to imagine that the person walking by in the video was a neighbor
rather than a stranger, and to indicate whether this would lead them to answer the questions differently
(Up until now we've assumed it’s a stranger, what if it's your neighbor?

Would this change anything?). If so, they were asked to explain why.

Next, participants were asked to imagine that the person walking by in the video was a cousin, and to
indicate whether this would lead them to answer the questions differently (Up until now we've assumed
it's a stranger, what if it's your neighbor? Would this change anything?). If so, they were asked to explain why.

Participants were then asked whether to report what region they were from, and whether they had
spent most of their lives in larger cities or smaller towns ‘(Are you from a city or a smaller town?).

They were also asked whether they thought that people from other regions of their country would
respond differently to any of the questions (Do you think other people from other regions would have
answered differently? Or from bigger cities or smaller towns in your country? Why?)

Next, they were asked whether older or younger people in their country would respond differently
(Do you think that older or younger people in your country might answer differently? Why?).

After each question, the interviewer prompted the participant to explain or expand upon their answer.

Finally, we asked participants to report their age and gender if they were willing.

Results

Thematic analysis of the interview transcripts was carried out by all authors individually, and discussed as
a group, according to the guidelines for thematic analysis outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). The analysis
revealed the following key themes, which we discuss in turn: Finishing what you start, coordination creates
commitment, leave-taking, quasi-obligations, relationship creates commitment, reciprocity, age.

Finishing what you start

Several of the participants in both groups expressed the thought that the helper in the hypothetical
scenario had incurred some form of commitment simply by starting to help. One instance of this can be
seen in the following exchange with a Ukrainian participant:

Q: You said that you don't expect him to help but for some reason you are moderately annoyed.
A: | mean if you already started to help, then continue!

Along the same lines, another Ukrainian participant stated:

A: If you already started, continue digging then!
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Similarly, one Italian participant observed:

A: Since we started the work together, | would also expect to finish it together.

One possible interpretation of this pattern is that by entering into the joint action, the help raises
the helpee’s expectations that he will continue to help for a considerable amount of time, possibly
even until the job has been completed. This interpretation would be consistent with the hypothesis
originally put forward in the first publication using this paradigm, in which Michael et al. (2016b)
reasoned that coordination may create a sense of commitment by making it salient to each agent
that the other agent has, and is relying upon, expectations about what they will do next. Building
upon this line of thought, we may speculate that entering into the joint action at all may boost the
sense of commitment in much the same way as increasing the degree of coordination. To probe this
possibility, it would be interesting to ascertain whether individuals or groups who are less responsive
to the coordination manipulation are also less inclined to think that entering into the joint action
gives rise to a sense of commitment to continue. For example, Michael et al. (2025) found that Indian
participants were less responsive than British participants to the coordination manipulation. They
speculate that the effect of the coordination manipulation may be stronger in individualist/indepen-
dent cultures in which people view their commitments as a matter of personal choice, which they
are free to calibrate strategically in light of subtle social cues, in contrast to more interdependent
cultures, in which social obligations are more strongly determined by relationships and social roles,
and less fluid.

Coordination creates commitment

Consistently with previous findings indicating that coordination gives rise to a sense of commitment
(Chennells et al., 2022; Michael et al., 2016b; Ooi et al., 2018), many participants indicated that they
would help longer in the highly coordinated scenario. This was particularly noticeable in the Ukrainian
group. For example, one of the participants who had indicated that he would not help at all in scenario
with a low degree of coordination indicated that he would help longer in the scenario with a high
degree of coordination:

Q: Why do you now change your answer?

A: Because there is some interaction now.

Q: And what does that mean?

A: | don't know... Aha, now it is a responsibility.

Similarly, another participant offered the following explanation:

Q: Why did your answer change?

A: Well, because | came and created a whole system.

Q: What do you mean by system?

A: The person who helps figured out how to make a kind of conveyor...He is not running with this bucket
but is cooperating with the other person.

A third participant reported:

Now we do it in closer contact.

A fourth participant stated:

Because he suggested working jointly. And if he then just leaves it is indeed annoying.

This theme was present to some extent in the Italian group as well, with one participant for exam-
ple noting:

Because there is more collaboration, they divide the work more and it is faster

As noted already in relation to the previous theme, the effect of coordination has been found previ-
ously using the same paradigm (Michael et al., 2016b), and may be explained by the fact that
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coordination makes it salient to each agent that the other agent has, and is relying upon, expectations
about what they will do next.

Leave-taking

In both groups, there was a strong sense that it would be annoying—and in some sense wrong or inap-
propriate—for the helper to simply disengage from the joint action and walk away without some form
of leave-taking.

Here is one exchange with a Ukrainian participant:

Q: To what extent would you be annoyed if the person helping just stopped helping and walked off without
saying anything?

A: Oh, very annoyed! If he is a neighbor then he has even more obligation to say goodbye. Just to say
something like: ‘Sorry. My cat is giving birth...’

Q: But... What causes more annoyance: the fact that he left or the fact that he didn't say goodbye?

A: That he didn’t say goodbye. You can not help but you must say ‘goodbye, | need to go.

And here is another exchange with a Ukrainian participant:

Q: To what extent would you be annoyed if the person helping just stopped helping and walked off without
saying anything?
A: Very annoyed! How is it that he just went away?!

In a similar vein, one ltalian participant explained:

Same reasons as the neighbor, | would like some explanations. It’s not that | expect you to help me, if you
tell me you have to leave that’s fine, but like this...

This pattern is consistent with Margaret Gilbert’s (1990) analysis of joint commitment and joint action,
according to which joint action gives rise to a range of obligations and entitlements, including the obli-
gation to continue until the goal is reached unless there has been some form of exchange in which the
other party has released one from this obligation. Building upon this, Gomez-Lavin and Rachar (2019;
2022) carried out a series of online studies using vignettes involving everyday scenarios akin to the one
used here. They found that most participants did in fact agree that it would be in some sense wrong to
disengage without properly taking leave (although, contra Gilbert, participants were not inclined to
agree that it would be appropriate to reprimand somebody for doing so).

The current findings extend this research to two new cultural groups, and find encouraging evidence
in support of the general idea, espoused by Gilbert and by Gomez-Lavin & Rachar, that joint action at
least typically gives rise to an expectation that participating agents will somehow at least mutually
acknowledge the endpoint, and that they in some sense should do so. It is tempting to speculate that
such a normative expectation may serve to stabilise joint action, and could potentially contribute to
explaining how we humans are able to cooperate so flexibly and in such a broad range of contexts. In
order to evaluate such conjectures, it would be important to ascertain whether this pattern can also be
observed in a broader range of cultures beyond North American and Europe, and what differences may
be observed across cultures and among individuals within cultures. In addition, it would be useful to
investigate to what extent similar patterns may be observed in other species. As a starting point, it is
worth noting that some research has already provided evidence that chimpanzees and bonobos utilise
non-verbal communication to acknowledge the beginnings and endings of grooming, sex and other
interactions (Genty et al.,, 2020; Heesen et al.,, 2020; 2021a; 2021b).

Quasi-obligations

One very strong theme in both groups was that the participants were keen to deny that the scenario
depicted in the video involved an obligation.
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One Ukrainian participant stated:

A: He has no obligation. Even the fact that we are working together doesn't change this.
Similarly:

A: And we have a responsibility before each other.
Q: Obligation?
A: No obligation.

In a separate exchange, we observe again the reluctance to attribute an obligation, but an inclination
to acknowledge that there is something like an obligation:

Q: To what extent would you agree that the person helping has an obligation to help?

A: Well, obligation maybe not...

Q: But you said maybe. What does it mean? Are you in doubt?

A: Well... | don't know how to express it. It is not an obligation but... something like... | don’t know.

And here is an excerpt from an exchange with an Italian participant about this theme:

Q: Do you think the term ‘obligation’ is too strong?

A: Yes

Q: Is there anything else you would add? or another term that you think is more appropriate?
A: Mmhh... | don’t know, maybe ‘Desire; ‘pleasure’ to help instead of ‘obligation’

Q: Where do you think this desire to help could come from?

A: If | saw someone working in front of my house | would help them, | would feel the desire
Q: Why do you think obligation is too strong?

A: ‘Obligation’ makes you stop wanting to help. If there is an obligation, it stops being a help.

Another Italian participant offered the following explanation:

Q: Do you think the term ‘obligation’ is too strong?
A: Yes, too legal

And a further ltalian participant stated:

A: | mean it's not so much an obligation but not even that he owes me anything, halfway. It would help
but it’s not like he has a duty to do it. He's polite so he helps me.

The reluctance to affirm that everyday joint actions typically involve obligations is consistent with
earlier findings from studies involving North American and European participants, both using the same
paradigm (Michael et al., 2016b) and using different vignettes depicting everyday interactions such as
walking to the top of a hill together and playing tennis together (Michael & Butterfill, 2024). This pattern
appears to run counter to the analysis offered by Gilbert (1990) and Philosophy Documentation Center;
(Gilbert, 2009), according to which joint action necessarily involves obligations and entitlements, and
ordinary participants to a joint action (i.e. non-philosophers) are aware of this: ‘I take it as read here that
the account [of joint action] should be such that the parties to the shared intention will understand that
they have the stated obligations, and that they understand that this is so as a matter of what a shared
intention is’ (2009, p. 175).

Interestingly, however, Michael et al. (2025) found that Indian participants were more than 10 times
likelier than British participants to attribute an obligation to the helper in the same scenario which we
used here. This raises the possibility that there may be profound cultural differences—differences which
need to be better understood before we can properly evaluate general theories of the normative char-
acter of joint action. The current study provides one platform upon which to build in this respect. In
particular, probing participants to offer other formulations as alternatives to obligation may provide
some insight into the ways in which people experience normative pressure in joint action. Extending this
method, it may be informative to ask participants to specify circumstances under which there would be
an obligation, and what this would entail. We may speculate that participants in more independent cul-
tural contexts are more likely to associate the term ‘obligation” with contracts or with verbal agreements,
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and thus to disavow obligations in situations such as the joint action depicted in our videos, in which
there was not verbal agreement, whereas participants in more interdependent cultures may be more
inclined to attribute obligations in a broader range of situations, even in the absence of contracts or
other verbal agreements. In any event, future research should aim to clarify exactly what participants are
denying when they deny that there are obligations, and illuminate the distinctions which are relevant to
them when they engage in normative evaluations of everyday joint actions.

Relationship creates commitment

Many participants in both groups confirmed that the relationship between the two agents was an
important factor in considering how they would act and how they would experience the situation.

As one Ukrainian participant explained, when asked why it would make a difference that the two
agents in the video were cousins:

A: We are relatives. We must help the family. And why do we need to call each other relatives if we don't
help each other.

In a separate interview, one Ukrainian participant explained further, apparently disavowing the need
for expectations of reciprocity to stabilize the willingness to help a relative:

A: We are relatives. It means unconditional support. But no one is obligated to do something in return.

Some Ukrainian participants also indicated that they would offer and/or expect more help if the other
agent were a neighbor than if they were a stranger:

A: Because we are neighbors and now we have common problems.
Similarly:
A: We live in the same house. We may have common principles. Then | would expect him to help.

And indeed, these explanations of why help is particularly appropriate in the case of cousins and also
in the case of neighbors were echoed in some of the statements made by Italian participants. For
cousins:

A: Eh, because he is my cousin!
And for neighbors:

A: He is my neighbor, | think we are friends at the very least and in any case it is something that is useful
for both of us to enter the house. So | would expect a minimum from the other side that there is
collaboration.

For both groups, it apparently seems obvious that cousins would and should help each other longer
than strangers or neighbors, without this requiring any further justification. Though it is tempting to
speculate that some version of this attitude may be universal, it would be interesting to investigate
whether it is stronger in some cultures than in others, for example depending on the relative promi-
nence of collectivist/interdependent and individualist/independent attitudes, or in rural areas compared
to cities. In addition, future research may investigate cultural differences in how far the privileging of
family members extends beyond the immediate family (to first cousins, second cousins, etc.).

Reciprocity
In the Ukrainian group in particular, we often observed an explicitly strategic attitude towards reciprocity:
A: If | do something for him he might do something for me.

And:
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A: Well, it could be that in smaller cities or villages all people know each other and if you help, others will
help you too. But in big cities, this situation is different.

Age

In the Ukrainian group, it is often noted that older people would be more likely to help. To explain why,
Ukrainian participants observe that the culture has changed over the last few decades (in a few instances
explicitly referring to the Communist past) in such a way that mutual support within the community is
less valued. One participant also notes that older people are accustomed to interacting more with each
other, the implication being that younger people spend more time using technology such as smart
phones and less time speaking and socializing directly with others.

Interestingly, the opposite expectation is expressed by the Italian group. Several participants noted
that older people may be more physically constrained and would therefore help less, and be expected
to help less, in comparison to younger people.

Discussion

We conducted semi-structured interviews with 8 Ukrainian and 7 Italian participants. Our aim was to
probe their intuitive expectations and attitudes about commitment in joint action, as well as their reflec-
tive judgments and the relationship between those intuitive expectations and attitudes, on the one
hand, and their reflective judgments on the other.

A thematic analysis of the interview transcripts revealed several key themes. Participants in both groups
tended to think that simply initiating a joint action creates some form of commitment to continue, and to
perceive a higher degree of commitment in observed joint actions with a higher degree of coordination,
but were reluctant to impute obligations to the observed agents. These two themes are consistent with
the hypothesis originally put forward in the first publication using this paradigm, in which Michael et al.
(2016b) suggested that coordination may create a sense of commitment by making joint action partners’
expectations salient to each other. One interesting question for further research is whether these themes
may be stronger in individualist/independent cultures in which people view their commitments as a matter
of personal choice, which they are free to calibrate strategically in light of subtle social cues, in contrast to
more interdependent cultures, in which social obligations are more strongly determined by relationships
and social roles, and less likely to be experienced as a matter of personal choice.

Participants in both groups were also very keen to emphasize that it would be annoying, and in
some sense wrong, to simply drop out of a joint action like the one depicted in our videos without
providing a reason and taking leave of their joint action partner. This theme resonates with the analysis
put forward by Margaret Gilbert (1990) and Philosophy Documentation Center; (Gilbert, 2009), accord-
ing to which joint action necessarily involves obligations such as the obligation to continue until the
goal has been reached or until both parties have mutually acknowledged that it is appropriate to stop.
On the other hand, our participants were consistently very keen to deny that there were any obliga-
tions in everyday joint actions like the one depicted here—unless the two agents happen to be cous-
ins. Rather, our participants tended to think that helping was polite, or kind but optional. In light of
other research (Michael et al., 2025) suggesting that the willingness to attribute obligations to people
in scenarios like these may differ substantially across cultures, it would be overly hasty to draw firm
conclusions. Instead, we believe that it would be fruitful to carry out similar interviews with partici-
pants in a broader range of cultures, to probe exactly what participants are denying when they deny
that there are obligations, and to illuminate the distinctions which are relevant to them when they
engage in normative evaluations of everyday joint actions. In particular, it may be fruitful to compare
attitudes in more interdependent and more independent cultures, or to make comparisons between
rural and urban settings.

Of course, we must be mindful that participants may not always know why they find themselves
inclined to avow or to disavow obligations, or indeed why they would feel motivated to help or annoyed
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if someone else does not help in everyday joint actions like the ones depicted in our videos. It may be
that in some such cases, people simply do not have access to the sources of their intuitive inclinations
and/or emotional reactions, but then confabulate an interpretation or a justification when prompted to,
or simply shrug their shoulders and say they do not know. Some of the exchanges in our interviews do
indeed seem to provide evidence of dumbfounding in this sense (Greene, 2014; Haidt et al., 2000). For
example, consider this brief exchange with one Ukrainian participant who was less averse to attributing
an obligation in the high coordination condition than in the low coordination condition:

Q: To what extent do you agree that the person helping has an obligation to help?
A: Disagree

Q: Less strong than before then?

A: True, | don't know why.

We believe that the interviews and analysis described here illustrate the potential of an integrative
approach to cross-cultural research, which combines quantitative and qualitative methods. Qualitative
methods such as semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis make it possible to discern subtle
nuances in people’s thoughts and feelings which might be overlooked if we only employed more con-
strained quantitative methods. Such nuances may be useful in adapting experimental material (videos,
vignettes, etc.) in order to minimize the influence of confounding factors (some of which may for exam-
ple be present in some cultures but not in others, or present in a different form, etc.), and also in inter-
preting the differences that one does find.
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