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What is Commitments about? 

"Commitments" is the first book in a planned "On Human Behavior" series. The book poses these four 

very tough questions: 

Why do we make commitments? Why do we break them? Why does it hurt so much more when others 

break their commitments to us than when we break our commitments to them? 

And why do we then make even more commitments—without any assurance that things will work out 

better the next time around? (back to Table of Contents) 

Why the title “Commitments”? 

Commitments is how just about all of us feel when we’ve made a commitment that doesn’t work out. Not 

just big commitments, either. Look at how we feel when we’ve waited hours for the cable guy to come, or 

the washer repairman, and he’s been a no-show. I can’t think of a person who’s not felt really burned by 

that, especially after calling later on only to be told that the appointment has to be rescheduled. Not a few 

of us have had to take vacation or personal days to wait for the guy to show up, so we feel doubly burned. 

Triple that feeling, and now we’re talking about big commitments failing, like “loving, honoring and 

cherishing” in marriage. When that kind of commitment goes south, the word “burned” barely begins to 

describe what the person is feeling…you get the idea. (back to Table of Contents) 

What do you think readers will get out of reading Commitments? 

My goal was and is enabling Commitments’ readers to discover why people actually get ahead not just 

when commitments succeed but also when they fail, and why it is smart to trust others to deliver on their 

commitments even when there is no concrete proof that they ever will. (back to Table of Contents) 

Who’s the target market for Commitments? 

That’s a good question, but I’m not sure that there’s a single target market in the usual sense that 

marketers mean the word. Commitments’ readers want the company of others, have lived through 

successes and a few painful failures, live practically anywhere in the world, and no matter what their age, 

are young enough in mind to be wondering how complicated life events can be made easier to understand 

without being told that they have to change their behavior in order to be happier. (back to Table of 

Contents) 

People DON’T have to change for commitment outcomes to be better? 

If there’s one single message in Commitments coupled with the way it dissects commitments and 

uncovers why people make them, it is that people are doing the right thing by making commitments even 

when they don’t work out, not the wrong thing. Just because something has failed doesn’t mean it wasn’t 

worth trying, and that goes doubly for commitments. (back to Table of Contents) 

How DO commitments fail? 

Either because people’s expectations are not matched to the actions they commit to take when the 

commitment is first made, or because people’s expectations remain rigid when circumstances change 

during the life of a commitment. For example, you commit to pay $150 to the repairman who agrees to 

come next Tuesday to fix your refrigerator. Monday comes along, and he calls to say the needed part 

won’t be delivered until Wednesday because of the snowstorm, but he’ll be there in the afternoon that day 

to do the work. You say: “But you said tomorrow, Tuesday, and Wednesday won’t work. Forget it!” I’ll 

leave it to others to decide whether you were smart to do that. But the fact is that the commitment failed 

because you were too rigid to roll with the punch of the snowstorm. (back to Table of Contents) 
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Who gets to decide whether a commitment is failing? Or has already failed? 

You do. One of the toughest issues "Commitments" explains about commitments is ending them before 

others want you to. In principle, consensus building is the only opportunity for everyone in any 

commitment to decide whether: a. what you all have been doing all along to reach the goal is still fine, or 

b. those things are not so fine and have to change if you're all to reach the original goal. But there's a third 

option: being the Grinch who's first to say: "It's over! We'll never get there!" That third option takes guts, 

but it may be the best recourse YOU have, no matter what anyone else wants. 

What’s the difference between a commitment that ends and one that fails? 

A commitment ends when the people involved agree that the goal has been reached and everyone is 

satisfied with the outcome, whether or not they’re thrilled. You agree to come and fix my washer, you’re 

a day late., but you come, fix it, and I pay you. I may be less than thrilled with the day’s delay. But the 

commitment has ended with both sides agreeing that they got the minimum necessary results. A 

commitment fails when it ends before that happens.  

Why make new commitments if the ones that failed hurt so much? 

One reason we make new commitments even if earlier ones failed and hurt a lot? To offset the agony of 

not knowing what the future may portend. As a structured approach to dealing with the future, 

commitments are a profoundly effective remedy to lessen the pain of the unknown.  They offer us at least 

some security when we cannot be perfectly secure.  They provide some control when we cannot control 

everything.   And, they give us a hold, albeit imperfect, on how the future might unfold if we work hard at 

it.  (From Chapter 10 in "Commitments") 

You write about Behavioral Delivery and Guiltless Failure in Commitments. What’s that all 
about? 

Think of all those self-help, career guidance, diet guides, etiquette manuals and relationship instruction 

books that fill library, bookstore, and online bookseller shelves. To the very last one, each sends a 

nominally compelling message: all you have to do is change this, that, or other thing, take two aspirin 

before you go to sleep tonight, and paradise will lie at your doorstep tomorrow morning.   

I don’t believe in all that stuff. My goal in writing Commitments is to take the reader in an entirely 

different direction, and to center reader thinking on what they are already doing very well, how they do it 

very well, and how their conscious if nano-second-long decision-making process to act one way or 

another points to their deep inner wisdom and courage—even if they didn’t know before reading 

Commitments that they were showing that wisdom and courage.   

I call that logic “Behavioral Delivery”: how we decide to act based on all the options we have in front of 

us. (back to Table of Contents) 

So that’s what Behavioral Delivery is. What does Guiltless Failure mean? 

The second unusual direction in which Commitments has readers traveling is summed up in the concept 

of “guiltless failure”: why we should not feel guilty or mad at ourselves for failing at something we were 

trying to do.  

While there may be plenty of room for guilt or whatever you want to call it flowing from the effects on 

others of a commitment that fails, the act itself of your making a commitment and then making a good 

faith effort at achieving the planned outcome is a separate matter. You discover how a commitment’s 

failure is a success in itself—perhaps not the success you anticipated, but a success nonetheless. 
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Separating the action from the effects of the action becomes critical in uncovering what worked, what 

didn’t, and what to emphasize the next time around. (back to Table of Contents) 

What led you to start writing “Commitments”? 

A really creative person I had just met was lamenting over having just broken up with her boyfriend. 

They guy, she claimed, didn’t want to make a long term commitment to their relationship. She then was 

kind of blunt: “All men are the same way. They don’t know how to make commitments!” I was surprised, 

not by her emotion because she was justifiably upset over the breakup, and instead by her firm insistence 

that a group of people didn’t know how to do something simply because of their gender. What stuck with 

me, though, was the companion question: what the heck IS a commitment? And that proved harder to 

answer than I thought. (back to Table of Contents) 

Is that the only reason you wrote Commitments? 

Well, there are a bunch of reasons, but the top three are these: 1) I came to understand that it would be 

good for me personally to be honest with myself about how deeply I was hurting from some of the 

commitments I made that didn’t work. 2), there just had to be something good that resulted even if I was 

so damned unhappy about them, and 3) I still suffer from a big enough ego to think that what I believe is 

worth it to others to believe, or at least to think about. (back to Table of Contents) 

Why was that question hard to answer? What IS a commitment? 

Without wanting to give away too much in advance of someone’s reading Commitments, let’s just say 

that a commitment is a high risk agreement that people enter into without ever being able to know how 

things will turn out. (back to Table of Contents) 

You say commitments are high-risk. What risk are you talking about? 

The answer to that is best summed up in the uncertainty that characterizes the future. How can anyone 

know how tomorrow will unfold, and what people will or will not do? If the single certainty about the 

future is that no one can predict what will happen, then the challenge in making commitments is 

increasing the odds that they’ll work out the way people want despite those uncertainties. And that can be 

done. (back to Table of Contents) 

How DO you increase the odds that commitments will work out the way you want? 

The answer to that is simple to state but not easy to carry out. It is knowing what goes into a commitment 

and what everyone involved has to do along the way, once the commitment has been made. That actually 

does increase the odds of a happy outcome. The point of Commitments, the book, is to clarify the critical 

elements of a commitment, why people make them even when ones they made didn’t work, and ways to 

break that cycle. (back to Table of Contents) 

You seem to want to avoid Commitments being considered a self-help book. Why? 

First off, you are absolutely correct in your assumption.  In Commitments, I am consciously emphasizing 

that the key factor in commitments that work successfully is people’s very clear understanding of what 

they themselves want out of the deal, why they choose to make commitments in order to get what they 

want, and that they really don’t have to change any of their behavior in order for the commitment to 

succeed. Just understanding what they are doing and why is enough.  

Self-help books overflow with formulas telling people that all they have to do is change this or that, and 

all will be well. Commitments encourages readers to see the value in what they are already doing well and 

can do better without changing much of anything. There’s a lot of logic in that old adage: “Practice makes 
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perfect”, so long as we accept that perfection itself is unattainable and that “good” or “very good” is 

actually fabulous! (back to Table of Contents) 

You included personal stories, most of them not happy, in “Commitments”. Why? 

The book reflects a reality: t have learned so much from people who have been very gracious in opening 

up about themselves to others. I’ll bet you have, too.  

Each chapter in Commitments begins with a personal story of mine that (except for one) left me less than 

happy. These personal vignettes about how I may have been hurt by this or that failed commitment—are 

meant to demonstrate that no matter what others did, I was responsible for the ultimate decision to enter 

into the commitment, and that it was very smart of me to take that risk.  

Maybe the readers will draw parallels with things that have happened to them in their disappointment 

with a commitment’s outcome.   Hopefully, I have at least succeeded in relating each personal story to the 

key point I’ve tried to make in a given chapter, but ultimately that is for the reader to decide. (back to 

Table of Contents) 

Is there any one personal episode in Commitments that was particularly painful to you? 

Actually, three come to mind.  

The first is the one about how I almost shot a boy to death during the Viet-nam war. Not too cool.  

The second is the one pointing to an unhappy surprise visited on me by one of my kids.  

And the third…well…it’s one about a moment during my Army basic training, a long time ago in 1963, 

when I sold myself short…it is not the most happy thing to find out that I was much more capable of 

getting a job done than I thought, and that I could have tried much harder, much earlier to succeed. But in 

the last analysis, was I ever grateful that someone else believed in me more than I did! (back to Table of 

Contents) 

What surprised you the most as you wrote Commitments? 

Several things. For example, no matter how much I searched online, at libraries, and at bookstores, I 

couldn’t find a single book or document that seriously took up what a commitment was. Another thing: 

nowhere in the Bible does the word commitment appear—that really blew me away.  

Yet another was that throughout most of recorded history, the pattern of breaking commitments has 

usually been coupled with incredibly complicated efforts by people to justify walking away from the 

obligations built into commitments.  

As one example, I recount the incredibly complex political and religious gymnastics that Henry VIII 

performed to get out from under five marriages—even the ones where he had his current wife’s head 

lopped off. You’d think that as The King In Charge, he could just order a swordsman to go out and do the 

deed. Not so. Why matters became so complicated is quite a surprising series of events, all pointing to 

why people actually do make commitments and why it can become very hard to break them. (back to 

Table of Contents) 

You’re a first time author. What’s been the easiest part of writing the book? The hardest? 

I’m not sure there’s been anything particularly easy about the process, and nothing that’s been the 

“easiest”. There have been easier parts and harder parts. It’s been relatively easy to write down what I 

want to share, but at the same time very hard to find the best words to say it; many people have helped not 
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only in their editing but also in substantively challenging me to rethink, not just rewrite many of my 

ideas. The hardest parts of being a first time author, no less someone self-publishing his first book, were 

to assemble and act on a whole bunch of “To Do’s” to launch the book successfully. I had to draw on a lot 

of my own expertise in marketing, and the skills of many others, to get these ducks in line. And, only time 

will tell if I have done this well enough. (back to Table of Contents) 

Why did you self-publish rather than going the traditional route of agent and publisher? 

I estimated that:  

1) There was not enough time left in my life, and I was too much the unknown author, for that 

traditional process to unfold. 

 

2) I was really intrigued by the notion, shared increasingly among authors and reviewers, that a self-

published book could be successful. E.L. James’ success in self-publishing “50 Shades of 

Grey”—first as a story line on fanfiction.net and then as a book—was a challenge to me: self-

publishing obviously was possible, it obviously could lead to success no matter how slim the 

odds, so why not see if I could rise to the occasion. 

 

3) There was (and is) an extraordinary amount of guidance on the web, where very smart people 

whom I will never be able to thank in person gave a lot of their time to share—very generously—

incredibly valuable experience and advice on how to self-publish, and in particular what mistakes 

to avoid. Researching their accounts of what worked and what didn’t empowered me to 

understand that, while the whole process would be arduous and complex, I could do it…and that 

the experience and knowledge I was acquiring would be useful as well in my professional work 

as a business and marketing consultant. (back to Table of Contents) 

Ever done something strange that turned out to be an important commitment that 
worked? 

I think we all do. For sure, I’ve done an awful lot of things in my life that my family and friends still think 

are weird, including driving from Washington DC to the Arctic Ocean in Alaska all by myself. That was a 

self-commitment I made as a kid in 1949 when I was 7 years old, and it worked very well for me 57 years 

later in 2006 when I went ahead and honored that self-commitment.  

As for commitments to others, a few do jump out, including one, when I was a diplomat in Prague during 

the 1970s, where I had to spring someone from a Prague insane asylum who had been illegally committed 

to the asylum by his wife—another kind of commitment we can talk about!—so that she could get her 

hands on his money. She was Czech, but he was an American citizen who had gone back to the old 

country to retire.  

Everyone thought I was off my rocker, convinced not only that he was insane but that I was insane for 

thinking he wasn’t as nuts as me. It took some time, but we sprang him after documenting that his wife 

had worked as a nurse at the asylum for 30 years, knew the ropes for getting people locked away in there, 

and had paid off someone to have him locked inside. She went to jail, and he got out of his jail. To this 

day, I’m not sure why I was so committed to him, but I was, and I’m glad of it. (back to Table of 

Contents) 


