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1. Commitments, Promises and Threats

•Game Theory: efficient application of actual force vs. exploitation of potential force.

• Promises and threats are examples of the latter.

•Commitment is a limitation of one’s freedom of action to improve one’s strategic position. One
can even do so by committing to a strongly dominated action. (Schelling 1960) (1, 3) (3, 2)

(0, 0) (2, 1)


 (2, 2) (0, 0)

(1, 3) (3, 1)


• For a commitment to be effective it should be made credible. The credibility of a commitment

may depend on its binding power.

• Illustration: Stanley Kubrick’s Dr Strangelove. A rogue American general has started a nuclear
attack on the USSR. The Soviets, however, have built a Doomsday Machine, a device that will
destroy all human and animal life on Earth if the USSR is attacked. The following discussion
between the US President and the Soviet ambassador ensues:

– President Merkin Muffley: “I am afraid I do not understand something, Alexi. Is the premier
threatening to explode this device, if our planes carry out their attack?”

– Ambassador Alexi de Sadesky: “No, it is not a thing a sane man would do. The Doomsday
Machine is designed to trigger itself automatically”

– President Muffley: “But surely you can disarm it somehow.”
– AmbassadordeSadesky: “It is designed to explode if any attempt is ever made to un-trigger it”
– President Muffley: “Automatically?” [...] But this is absolute madness, Ambassador. Why

should you build such a thing?...”
[Enter Dr. Strangelove]

– President Muffley to Dr Strangelove: “But how is it possible for this thing to be triggered
automatically and at the same time impossible to un-trigger?”

– Dr Strangelove: “Mr President, it is not only possible, it is essential. That is the whole idea of
this machine, you know. Deterrence is the art of producing in the mind of the enemy the fear
to attack. And so because of the automated and irrevocable decision-making process, which
rules out human meddling, the Doomsday machine is terrifying and simple to understand and
completely credible and convincing.”

•Different Types of Commitment:

– Commitments to actions
– Conditional commitments
– Commitments on commitments
– Randomized types of commitment

2. Threatening Inconsistency and Commitment Order

Conditional commitments may give rise to a type of inconsistency: (3, 1) (0, 2)

(1, 3) (2, 0)

 Row: “I play top if Col plays left, bot otherwise.”

Col: “I play right if Row plays top, left otherwise.”

Which actions are to be played without anyone’s bluff being called?

A solution: agents commit in a particular order.

3. Backward Induction and Credible Threats

In Selten’s argument equilibria that are not subgame perfect were excluded because they involved
incredible threats. If commitments are possible these threats are thought of as credible.
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subgame perfect NE  (2, 2) (2, 2) (0, 0) (0, 0)

(1, 3) (3, 1) (1, 3) (3, 1)



4. Formal Definitions of Commitment Types and Extortions

Definition (Commitment types) Be π = (π1, . . . , πn) a commitment order of agents and S a set of
strategy profiles. A commitment type is a tuple

(
Xπ1, . . . , Xπn, φ

)
, where:

• Xπi an abstract set of commitments for πi

• φ : Xπ1 × · · · × Xπn → S

Definition (Extortions) For G =
(
N, (Ai)i∈N, (Ui)i∈N

)
, π = (π1 . . . πn) and τ:

• Any commitment profile f is an extortion of order 0.

• A commitment profile
(
fπ1, . . . , fπmhπm+1, . . . , hπn

)
is an extortion of order m, if for all extor-

tions
(
gπ1, . . . , gπm, hπ1, . . . , hπm−1

)
of order m − 1.:

–
(
fπ1, . . . , fπm, hπm+1, . . . , hπn

)
is an extortion of order m − 1,

–
(
gπ1, . . . , gπm, hπm+1, . . . , hπn

)′ -πm

(
fπ1, . . . , fπm, gπm+1, . . . , gπn

)′
• A commitment profile f is an extortion if it is an extortion of all orders.

Theorem 1 Let G a game, π an order of commitment and τ an commitment type. If G∗ is the
extensive game in which the players have their commitments of type τ as their strategies and
move in the order that is the reverse of π, then a commitment profile f is an extortion in G if and
only if f is a backward induction solution in G∗.

5. Conditional Commitments: Commitments on Actions of other Players

Conditional commitments allow players to commit earlier to commit on the possible actions of the
players to commit later.

Definition (Conditional Commitments) For G = (N, (Ai)i∈N, (Ui)i∈N) and π = (π1 . . . πn) let
(Fπ1, . . . , Fπn,

′) be such that:
• Fπ1 = Aπ1

• Fπi is the set of functions mapping Aπ1 × · · · × Aπ1−1 on Aπi (i > 1)
• For f =

(
fπ1, . . . , fπn

)
, define f ′ = ( f ′π1

, . . . , f ′πn
) ∈ A such that:

f ′π1
= fπ1 and f ′πi+1

= fπi+1( f ′π1
, . . . , f ′πi

)
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An extortion of order 1 (left) and an extortion of order 3 (right) in conditional commitments.

Theorem 2 In each game, Pareto efficient conditional extortions exist. Moreover, any strategy
profile that Pareto dominates an extortion is also extortionable through a conditional commitment.

6. When To Commit?

It is always better to commit earlier than later in the two-player case with conditional commitments.

Theorem 3 Let G be a two-player strategic game with player i and let f be an extortion in which i
commits first, and g an extortion in which i commits second. Then, g′ -i f ′.
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It is not, however, always better to commit earlier than later in the general n-player case.
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7. Inductive Commitments: Commitments on Commitments

Idea: Given a commitment order (pi1, . . . , πn), player π1 only commits to an action, player π1
commits to the commitments of π1, player π2 commits to the commitments of the players π1
and π2, and so on.
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An outcome in which Mat becomes a payoff of 2 is extortionable in inductive commitments.

8. Future Research

• A comparative study of different commitment types.
• Partial commitments, commitment violation.
•Computational complexity of extortions.
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