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Praise Addiction in Children
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Although it is normative for children to desire praise, some might show addiction to praise. We define praise
addiction as a strong reliance on praise: a constant seeking of praise, prioritization of praise-seeking, and
distress when praise is not received. Some scholars argue that praise addiction is central to narcissism.
Despite extensive theorizing, empirical research on praise addiction is lacking. With this multi-informant
survey and experimental study, we investigated the phenotype, socialization, and manifestations of praise
addiction in a nonclinical sample of children (N =221, ages 7-13, 91% Dutch, and one of their parents, 89%
Dutch). We developed a parent-report measure of praise addiction as a continuous trait, based on substance
use disorder criteria. We measured children’s subjective praise cravings and adapted a classic drug self-
administration paradigm to capture children’s efforts to obtain praise. While average praise addiction levels
were low, there were meaningful individual differences. Children higher in praise addiction had lower self-
esteem, were more sensitive to reward, and experienced higher parental overvaluation and lower parental
warmth. Also, they exerted greater effort to obtain praise, even though the effort required to obtain it
increased. By contrast, children higher in narcissism did not have lower self-esteem, were not more sensitive
to reward, and experienced higher parental overvaluation without lower parental warmth. They did not exert
greater effort to obtain praise but did experience elevated praise cravings. This study uncovers the nature of
praise addiction, demonstrates its separateness from narcissism, and validates that children high in praise

addiction may pursue praise vigorously.

Public Significance Statement

From a young age, children are sensitive to praise from others. Cultural commentators and psychologists
have speculated that some children might be addicted to praise, showing a constant seeking of praise,
prioritization of praise-seeking over other activities, and distress when praise is not received. Our
research, for the first time, demonstrates the unique phenotype, socialization, and manifestations of
praise addiction in children and suggests that children high in praise addiction may exert great effort to
obtain praise, even if praise requires increasing effort over time.

Keywords: praise addiction, narcissism, self-esteem
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From a young age, children are sensitive to praise and often seek
itout. Some children might develop a strong and potentially excessive
reliance on praise. Cultural commentators and psychologists have
speculated that some children might be “addicted” to praise (e.g.,

Curwin, 1980; Willingham, 2005; Zaslow, 2007). These children
have been described as experiencing a “chemical need for constant
reward” (Bronson, 2007), feeling that “the approval of others is the
primary motivation for accomplishment” (Bennett, 1988, p. 23),
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and needing “someone else to pat them on the head and tell them
whether what they did was OK” (Kohn, 2001). This reliance on
praise is perhaps not surprising, given that praise has historically
been seen as a prototypical form of reward (Brummelman, 2018)
and activates the brain reward system (Izuma et al., 2008). In this
multi-informant survey and experimental study, we introduce the
concept of praise addiction and examine its phenotype, sociali-
zation, and manifestations in children.

What Is Praise Addiction?

Addiction is a term that has been used since the 15th century
to denote a state of being surrendered or devoted to something
habitually or compulsively. Scholars have traditionally confined the
term to the use of substances, such as alcohol and other drugs. This
has changed, however. According to recent models of self-regulation
(Kopetz et al., 2013; Vohs & Baumeister, 2008), addiction is a special
case of motivated behavior, and it could occur with any type of potent
experience (Peele & Brodsky, 1975). Accordingly, addiction is
increasingly viewed as the endpoint of a transition from voluntary
behavior to habitual and ultimately compulsive behavior (Everitt &
Robbins, 2005) or as goal-directed behavior driven by the elevated
expected value of the reward (Hogarth, 2020). Preliminary evidence
now exists for addiction-like behavior in the pursuit of many different
types of extrinsic rewards, including love, sex, food, money, gaming,
gambling, and self-esteem, as well as Internet, smartphone, and social
media use (Holden, 2001). So-called behavioral addictions are now
well-established, both in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders (American Psychiatric Association, 2013) and in
the International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related
Health Problems (World Health Organization, 2018).

In line with this increased interest in behavioral addictions,
several scholars have speculated that some individuals may be
addicted to praise—another person’s positive evaluations of one’s
products, actions, or traits (Baumeister & Vohs, 2001; Henderlong
Corpus & Good, 2020; Thomaes & Brummelman, 2016). Here, we
define praise addiction as a strong reliance on praise from others,
characterized by a constant seeking of praise, prioritization of
seeking praise over other activities, and distress when praise is not
received. Importantly, we conceptualize praise addiction as a trait
rather than a disorder. Just like higher levels of a personality trait do
not necessarily indicate the presence of a personality disorder
(Thomaes & Brummelman, 2016), higher levels of praise addiction
do not necessarily indicate the presence of a clinical addiction.
Indeed, traits can be judged as maladaptive only if they cause
significant distress or impairment.

Praise is often seen as a form of verbal reward or reinforcement
(Henderlong & Lepper, 2002), “a kind of drug” (Dweck, 1999,
p. 1), and is known to activate the brain reward system. Anticipating
praise activates the same neural circuitry as does anticipating
money: the ventral tegmental area, ventral striatum, anterior insula,
and supplementary motor area (Gu et al., 2019). Similarly,
receiving praise activates the same population of neurons within
the striatum as does receiving money (Wake & Izuma, 2017). The
brain reward system operates as a network, with a central role for
the ventral medial prefrontal cortex (Hare et al., 2009). Together,
these findings suggest a common currency for reward in the human
brain. Unsurprisingly, then, there is a concordance between brain
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areas involved in social relationships and those involved in drug
addiction (Burkett & Young, 2012).

Praise addiction may first manifest in childhood. Children fre-
quently receive praise from adults, such as their parents (Brummelman
etal., 2017; Gunderson et al., 2013). Developmental research suggests
that sensitivity to praise emerges early in development. By age 2,
children are sensitive to social evaluation (Botto & Rochat, 2018). As
they grow older, children learn to strategically elicit praise and avoid
criticism from others (Heyman et al., 2021). By age 4, children are
aware that others can praise and criticize them (Burhans & Dweck,
1995). From this age, children readily base their self-evaluations on the
praise and criticism they receive from others (Cimpian et al., 2007).
From age 7 and throughout adolescence, children attach increasing
importance to the opinions of others, and they actively and consciously
seek praise and avoid criticism (Harter, 2012; Thomaes et al., 2009).
Educators have provided anecdotal evidence for praise addiction in
this age group (Bennett, 1988; Curwin, 1980; Willingham, 2005).

What Are Manifestations of Praise Addiction?

Our work addresses praise addiction in children. Rather than sep-
arating children who do versus do not show signs of praise addiction,
we measured individual differences in praise addiction. To capture
the manifestations of praise addiction, we not only measured
children’s subjective praise cravings, but we also adapted a classic
drug self-administration paradigm to capture children’s actual praise-
seeking behavior. We built on previous work showing that physical
exertion serves as a readout of the motivation to obtain rewards
(Pessiglione et al., 2007; Schmidt et al., 2012), including social re-
wards (Massaccesi et al., 2022; Rodman et al., 2023). Accordingly, we
developed a task in which children pressed a button to obtain praise,
following a progressive-ratio (PR) schedule. Developed originally as a
measure of reward strength (Hodos, 1961), this schedule has been used
to study drug self-administration in nonhuman animals (Richardson &
Roberts, 1996). Under this schedule, the number of button presses
required to earn praise escalates after the delivery of each instance of
praise (e.g., two, four, and eight times for the second, third, and fourth
instance of praise, up to 2,048 times for the 12th).

We examined how often children pressed the button to obtain
praise before quitting voluntarily. Before the task, we randomly
assigned children to be praised frequently, infrequently, or not at all.
Doing so, we were able to measure two core behavioral manifes-
tations of addiction: compulsivity and insatiability. If children press
the button frequently (despite praise becoming increasingly costly
in terms of required effort), they show evidence of compulsivity
(Robinson & Berridge, 2001). If children press the button frequently
regardless of whether they were praised frequently, they show
evidence of insatiability.

Which Children Show Elevated Praise Addiction?

Some children have temperamental traits that might predispose
them to praise addiction. Temperamental traits are “early emerging
basic dispositions in the domains of activity, affectivity, attention,
and self-regulation” (Shiner et al., 2012, p. 437). In particular, praise
addiction may be rooted in temperamental reward sensitivity—a
general sensitivity to rewarding stimuli—characterized by a percep-
tual vigilance for, affective reactivity to, and behavioral predisposition
toward such stimuli (Elliot & Thrash, 2010; Monni et al., 2020). Such
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a reward-sensitive temperament is often accompanied by surgency
(i.e., pleasure derived from intense or novel activities) and frustration
reactivity (i.e., negative affect in response to the obstruction of goal
pursuit; Rothbart et al., 2000). Thus, children high in praise addiction
may show higher levels of reward sensitivity, surgency, and frus-
tration reactivity. By contrast, they may not show higher levels of
affiliation—a desire for warmth and closeness with others. If so, praise
addiction would reflect a specific sensitivity to praise, rather than a
general inclination to develop more gratifying relationships with
others.

How do children high in praise addiction see themselves, and how
do these self-views develop? One perspective holds that children
high in praise addiction have an inflated self. These children may
have high narcissism levels—feelings of superiority, a sense of
entitlement, and a craving of respect and admiration from others
(Brummelman et al., 2016). Stable individual differences in narcis-
sism emerge around age 7, when children can evaluate their supe-
riority over others (Thomaes & Brummelman, 2016). Scholars have
argued that narcissism, at its core, reflects an extreme desire for or
even addiction to esteem, status, or praise (Baumeister & Vohs, 2001;
Bushman et al., 2011; Grapsas et al., 2020; Thomaes & Brummelman,
2016; Zeigler-Hill et al., 2019) and have noted parallels between
narcissism and substance addiction (Kastner-Bosek et al., 2021). Like
other personality traits, narcissism is partly heritable (Vernon et al.,
2008). Children high in narcissism tend to experience parental
overvaluation (Brummelman, Thomaes, Nelemans, Orobio de
Castro, Overbeek, & Bushman, 2015; Derry, 2018; Nguyen &
Shaw, 2020), with their parents seeing and treating them as more
special and more entitled than others, overestimating their abil-
ities, and lavishing them with praise (Brummelman, Thomaes,
Nelemans, Orobio de Castro, & Bushman, 2015), which could
make them more dependent on praise. According to this perspective,
“cravings to feel superior, and the indulgence of those cravings, may
be the defining feature of narcissism” (Baumeister & Vohs,
2001, p. 207).

An alternative perspective holds that children high in praise
addiction have a deflated self. These children may have low self-
esteem levels—feelings of inadequacy and a lack of worth (Orth &
Robins, 2014). As with narcissism, stable individual differences in
self-esteem emerge around the age of 7, when children can evaluate
their global worth as a person (Harter, 2012). Like narcissism, self-
esteem is partly heritable (Neiss et al., 2002). Scholars have argued
that low self-esteem, at its core, reflects a perceived lack of regard
from others (Leary & Baumeister, 2000). Children with low self-
esteem tend to experience a lack of parental warmth (Brummelman,
Thomaes, Nelemans, Orobio de Castro, Overbeek, & Bushman, 2015),
with their parents showing little fondness of them, sharing little joy
with them, and not enjoying spending time with them (Rohner, 2004).
This could potentially make children with low self-esteem crave and
pursue others’ approval to feel worthy (Rudolph et al., 2005).

The Present Study

Here, for the first time, we examined praise addiction in children
(N =221, ages 7-13). Specifically, we conducted a multi-informant
survey and experimental study to uncover the phenotype, sociali-
zation, and manifestations of praise addiction in a nonclinical sample
of children. As a starting point, we developed a parent-report measure
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of praise addiction, the 13-item Praise Addiction Scale (PAS). Rather
than classifying children as addicted or not addicted to praise, this
instrument captures individual differences in praise addiction. We
conducted a factor analysis to establish whether there are meaningful
individual differences in praise addiction. Subsequently, using a
novel experimental paradigm, we measured children’s subjective
praise cravings and praise-seeking behavior. With this paradigm,
we indexed two core behavioral manifestations of addiction:
compulsivity and insatiability.

We asked three questions about praise addiction. First, what is the
phenotype of praise addiction? We examined its associations with
temperamental traits, narcissism, and self-esteem. Second, what are
the socialization experiences associated with praise addiction? We
examined its associations with parental overvaluation and parental
warmth. Third, what are the subjective and behavioral manifes-
tations of praise addiction? We examined its associations with
children’s subjective praise cravings and praise-seeking behavior.
Given the theorized overlap between praise addiction and narcissism
(Baumeister & Vohs, 2001), we addressed each of these questions by
comparing the correlates of praise addiction to those of narcissism,
thereby uncovering their shared and unique features.

We focused on middle-to-late childhood (ages 7-13) for three
reasons. First, children this age readily evaluate themselves through
the eyes of others (Harter, 2012), which renders them sensitive
to praise. Second, stable individual differences in self-esteem and
narcissism tend to emerge at this age. Although younger children are
able to form self-evaluations (Cimpian et al., 2017), there is yet no
substantial evidence that these self-evaluations generate stable
individual differences in self-esteem and narcissism at this younger
age. Third, if praise addiction exists, it is critical to investigate its
early manifestations so as to identify potential causes or develop-
mental precursors.

Method
Participants

Participants were 221 children (43% girls, 91% born in the
Netherlands) ages 7-13 (M = 9.57, SD = 1.35) and one of their
parents (57% females, 89% born in the Netherlands) ages 27-77
(M = 43.87, SD = 8.38). Participants visited the NEMO Science
Museum, the largest science museum in the Netherlands. This
research was part of Science Live, the innovative research program
of NEMO Science Museum that enables scientists to recruit NEMO
visitors as participants. Parents had an average of 10 years of
education (SD = 3.31 years), excluding primary school years but
including secondary school years. Of all participating parents, 58%
had a high educational level (i.e., they obtained a higher professional
education or university degree). All participating children and parents
were fluent in Dutch.

Procedure

The study was conducted in a dedicated Science Live room within
the NEMO Science Museum. The room was quiet, allowing par-
ticipants to concentrate. Parents completed questionnaires indexing
children’s praise addiction and temperamental traits as well as their
own parental overvaluation and parental warmth. Children com-
pleted questionnaires indexing their narcissism and self-esteem.
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Children then participated in an experiment to index their subjective
praise cravings and praise-seeking behavior. Our study also included
variables that are not relevant to our present research questions and are
therefore not reported here (listed in the full study codebook available
via the Open Science Framework at https://osf.io/6zefg).

Praise Addiction

We developed a 13-item PAS to index individual differences in
children’s “praise addiction,” a strong reliance on praise from
others. All items were modeled after criteria for Other (or Unknown)
Substance Use Disorder in the fifth edition of the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013; Table 1). We decided to have items completed by
parents, not children, because addiction is often accompanied by
denial (Goldstein et al., 2009)—which, according to multi-
informant studies, may lead to inaccurate self-report of addiction
symptoms (Verdejo-Garcia & Pérez-Garcia, 2008). Consistent with
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, parents
rated to what extent each item applied to their child over the past 12
months (0 = no, not at all true; 1 = yes, sort of true; 2 = yes, largely
true; 3 = yes, completely true; for a histogram, see Supplemental
Figure S1).

Item responses were zero-inflated (70% of responses), with
response patterns clearly distinguishing between the absence and
presence of features of praise addiction. For this reason, we collapsed

Table 1
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responses indicating the presence of symptoms (i.e., Responses 1, 2,
and 3) into one response category, thus binarizing responses to all
items (0 = no features, 1 = features of any severity). We then
conducted a confirmatory factor analysis in R (Version 4.4.3; R Core
Team, 2019) with lavaan (Version 0.6-12; Rosseel, 2012) to examine
the psychometric properties of the PAS as a single-factor scale. The
model fits the data well, X2(65) =73.79, p = .213, comparative fit
index = 1.00, Tucker—Lewis index = 1.00, root-mean-square error of
approximation = .03, standardized root-mean-square residual = .10,
with all items strongly loading on the latent factor (standardized
Arange = -57—.87; Supplemental Table S1). Following these results,
we computed a total scale score by averaging binarized responses
across items (M = .27, SD = .24; o = .83). Item-level descriptive
statistics (Supplemental Note 1) suggest it is common for children to
desire praise and to feel worse if they fail to obtain it, but that few
children experience significant impairment in important life domains
due to this desire.

Self-Views

Narcissism. Children completed the 10-item Childhood Narcis-
sism Scale (Thomaes et al., 2008), a well-established method for
assessing narcissism in children (Thomaes & Brummelman, 2016).
The scale captures narcissism as a unified and normally distributed
personality trait, characterized by a sense of superiority and enti-
tlement. Items include “I think it’s important to stand out” and “I am a

PAS as Compared to Other (or Unknown) Substance Use Disorder Criteria

Praise Addiction Scale (PAS)

Other (or unknown) substance use disorder

Looking at the past 12 months, to what extent do the following statements
apply to your child?
1. My child has a too-strong desire for praise (=stronger than would be
good for him/her).
2. My child would like to be less dependent on praise.

3. My child goes out of his/her way to get praise.

4. My child has a strong desire for praise.

5. My child has problems (such as poorer friendships or poorer
achievement) because he/she is often seeking praise.

6. My child keeps searching for praise, even if this harms friendships or
school achievement.

7. If my child had to choose, he/she would rather get praise than do
schoolwork or meet up with a friend.

8. My child often goes out of his/her way for a compliment, even in
settings where this could backfire.

9. My child keeps searching for praise, even when this can make him/her
feel bad.

10. My child needs more and more praise to feel good.
11. Sometimes one compliment is not enough to make my child feel good.

12. When my child gets little or no praise, he/she feels bad (e.g., he/she
would feel worthless, angry, nervous, anxious, or gloomy).
13. My child wants to be praised to prevent or reduce his/her negative
feeling (such as worthlessness, anger, nervousness, anxiety, or gloom).
Responses are scored on 4-point Likert-scales (0 = no, not at all true; 1 =
yes, sort of true; 2 = yes, largely true; 3 = yes, completely true).

A problematic pattern of use of an intoxicating substance ... leading to
clinically significant impairment or distress.

The substance is often taken in larger amounts or over a longer period
than was intended.

There is a persistent desire or unsuccessful efforts to cut down or control
use of the substance.

A great deal of time is spent in activities necessary to obtain the substance,
use the substance, or recover from its effects.

Craving, or a strong desire or urge to use the substance.

Recurrent use of the substance resulting in a failure to fulfill major role
obligations at work, school, or home.

Continued use of the substance despite having persistent or recurrent
social or interpersonal problems caused or exacerbated by the effects of
its use.

Important social, occupational, or recreational activities are given up or
reduced because of use of the substance.

Recurrent use of the substance in situations in which it is physically
hazardous.

Use of the substance is continued despite knowledge of having a persistent
or recurrent physical or psychological problem that is likely to have
been caused or exacerbated by the substance.

A need for markedly increased amounts of the substance to achieve
intoxication or desired effect.

A markedly diminished effect with continued use of the same amount of
the substance.

The characteristic withdrawal syndrome for other (or unknown) substance.

The substance (or a closely related substance) is taken to relieve or avoid
withdrawal symptoms.

Individuals should meet at least two of the abovementioned criteria,
occurring within a 12-month period.
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very special person” (0 = not at all true, 3 = completely true; for a
histogram, see Supplemental Figure S2). Responses were averaged
across items (M = 1.26, SD = 0.44; a = .64). The scale has been
validated extensively in prior research, demonstrating good test—retest
reliability (rs = .76 and .69 across 2 and 6 months, respectively),
convergent validity (e.g., positive correlations with agentic goals),
discriminant validity (e.g., weak correlations with self-esteem),
concurrent validity (e.g., positive correlations with affective re-
sponses to social approval), and predictive validity (e.g., predicting
increased popularity over time; Grapsas et al., 2021; Poorthuis
et al., 2021; Reijntjes et al., 2016; Thomaes et al., 2008). The
internal consistency is acceptable but lower than in other recent
studies in the same age group (which obtained an a between 0.73
and 0.78; Brummelman et al., 2018, 2022; Grapsas et al., 2021)
and could not be improved substantially by dropping an item.

Self-Esteem. Children also completed the six-item Global Self-
Worth subscale of the Self-Perception Profile for Children (Harter,
1985). This scale captures self-esteem as feelings of overall worth.
Items include “Some kids are happy with themselves as a person”
and “Some kids like the kind of person they are” (0 = I am not like
these kids at all, 3 = I am exactly like these kids). Responses were
averaged across items (M = 2.35, SD = 0.47; o = .72).

Temperament

Reward Sensitivity. Parents completed the 18-item Behavioral
Activation System scale (Colder & O’Connor, 2004; Luman et al.,
2012). This scale captures reward sensitivity. Items include “When
your child gets something they want, they feel excited and ener-
gized” and “Your child sometimes does things for quick reward”
(0 = disagree completely, 4 = agree completely). Responses were
averaged across items (M = 1.91, SD = 0.57; o = .86).

Surgency, Affiliation, and Frustration Reactivity. Parents
completed the nine-item Surgency, six-item Affiliation, and six-
item Frustration Reactivity subscales of the Early Adolescent
Temperament Questionnaire—Revised (Capaldi & Rothbart, 1992;
Hartman & Rothbart, 2001). Surgency captures the pleasure derived
from intense or novel activities, with items including “Likes it when
something exciting and different happens at school” and “Wouldn’t
be afraid to try a risky sport like deep sea diving” (M = 2.34, SD =
0.63; o = .67). Affiliation captures the desire for warmth and
closeness with others, with items including “Enjoys exchanging
hugs with people s/he likes” and “Wants to have close relationships
with other people” (M = 2.85, SD = 0.59; o = .74). Frustration
Reactivity captures negative affect in response to the obstruction of
goal pursuit, with items including “Gets very frustrated when s/he
makes a mistake in her/his schoolwork™ and “Gets irritated when
s/he has to stop doing something s/he is enjoying” (M = 2.06, SD =
0.72; Cronbach’s a = .80). For each scale, responses (0 = almost
never true, 4 = almost always true) were averaged across items.

Parenting

Parental Overvaluation. Parents completed the seven-item
Parental Overvaluation Scale (Brummelman, Thomaes, Nelemans,
Orobio de Castro, & Bushman, 2015). This scale captures the belief
that one’s child is more special and entitled than others. Items
include “My child is more special than other children” and “I would
find it disappointing if my child was justa ‘regular’ child” (0 = disagree
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completely, 3 = agree completely). Responses were averaged across
items (M = 1.41, SD = 0.51; Cronbach’s o = .70).

Parental Warmth. Parents completed the eight-item Warmth
Subscale of the Parental Acceptance-Rejection Questionnaire
(Rohner, 2005). This scale captures warm and affectionate be-
haviors toward one’s child. Items include “I am really interested in
what my child does” and “I let my child know I love him/her” (0 =
disagree completely, 3 = agree completely). Responses were
averaged across items (M = 2.69, SD = 0.31; Cronbach’s o = .83).

Experimental Task

Children completed the experimental task on a laptop. They were
told that they would be performing a competitive online reaction
time game against a virtual opponent and that a webmaster would
be monitoring their performance via the Internet. In reality, the
opponent and the webmaster were bogus, and the computer con-
trolled all events. Before the game, the webmaster introduced himself
in a video message and told children that he might send them private
messages through their headphones. The game had two rounds, each
consisting of 18 trials, in which children responded to a changing
traffic light as fast as they could. Each child received success feedback
on the same 12 trials per round, independent of their actual per-
formance. Children were randomly assigned to the frequent praise,
infrequent praise, or no praise conditions. They were praised 10 times,
twice, or not at all, respectively, by the webmaster through their
headphones during the first round. All praise was unlabeled (e.g.,
“Well done!”; “Bravo!”; and “So fast!”; Brummelman, 2018) and
always followed success feedback and was different each instance.
During the second round, children did not receive praise (allowing for
the emergence of possibly more intense subjective praise cravings
and praise-seeking behavior).

Praise Cravings. Children reported their subjective praise
cravings before the first round (T1), after the first round (T2), and
after the second round (T3) using three items. We phrased the items
so that they are meaningful even before completing a task (i.e.,
“I would like a compliment,” “I need a compliment,” and “I want
someone to praise me”’). Children reported how they felt “right now,
at this moment” (0 = not true at all, 4 = completely true). Responses
were averaged across items per measurement (T1: M = 1.68, SD =
1.01, Cronbach’s o =.77; T2: M =1.93,SD = 1.11, Cronbach’s o =
.85; T3: M =2.01, SD = 1.18, Cronbach’s o = .89; for descriptive
statistics per item, see Supplemental Table S2; for a histogram per
time point, see Supplemental Figure S3).

Praise-Seeking Behavior. Children then completed the Pressing
for Praise Paradigm (PPP), a task we developed to index children’s
praise-seeking behavior. Before the task, the webmaster told children
through their headphones:

Hello, you will soon see a large red button on your screen. You can press
this red button using the key on your keyboard. When you press it, I will
say something through your headphones. However, you have to press
more often each time before I say something.

Children were presented with a red button on their screen, and they
were instructed to press it (with the spacebar of the laptop keyboard).
After the first button press, they were praised by the webmaster
through their headphones. From that point on, children could quit
the task by pressing “S” at any time. If they wished to continue, the
number of button presses required to receive praise increased


https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0001974.supp
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0001974.supp
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0001974.supp

This doc
This article is intended solely for the per

or one of its allied publishers.

nd is not to be disseminated broadly.

echnologies, are reserved.

t

including for text an

602

progressively (i.e., two, four, and eight times for the second, third,
and fourth instance of praise), up to 2,048 times for the 12th
instance. This PR schedule has been developed in drug self-
administration studies for assessing effort to obtain drugs (Deroche-
Gamonet et al., 2004; Hodos, 1961; Richardson & Roberts, 1996).
The total number of button presses indexed children’s effort to obtain
praise (M = 95.06, SD = 222.19, range = 1-2,203; for a distribution
of frequencies, see Supplemental Table S3 and Figure S4).

All praise was unlabeled, such as “Great!,” “Well done!,” and
“Good job!” (Brummelman, 2018). This means that the praise did
not mention an explicit object, so it was general rather than targeted
specifically at children’s performance on the task. Importantly,
however, the praise was conditional on pressing the button, so
children experienced a contingency between button presses and
praise. The praise was different on each press.

Data Analysis

First, we examined the phenotype and socialization of praise
addiction and narcissism. We computed correlations to examine
the associations of praise addiction and narcissism with self-
esteem, temperamental traits, parental overvaluation, and parental
warmth.

Second, we examined the associations of praise addiction and
narcissism with subjective praise cravings. We ran two 3 (Condition:
No Praise, Infrequent Praise, Frequent Praise) X 3 (Time: T1, T2, T3)
mixed-model regressions with subjective praise cravings as the
dependent variable. We conducted separate analyses for praise
addiction and narcissism as centered continuous predictors, including
their main effects, as well as their two-way and three-way interactions
with condition and time. We deviation-coded condition by setting the
no praise condition as the reference condition (Dummy 1: infrequent-
no praise; Dummy 2: frequent-no praise) and backward-coded time to
reflect differences of each time point with the previous (Dummy 1:
T2-T1; Dummy 2: T3-T2). We set a random intercept per individual.

Third, we examined the associations of praise addiction and
narcissism with praise-seeking behavior. The number of button
presses served as the dependent variable. Because this variable was
overdispersed (i.e., the variance exceeded the mean), we conducted
negative binomial regressions with log link (Coxe et al., 2009). We
conducted separate analyses for praise addiction and narcissism as
centered continuous predictors, including their main effects and
their two-way interaction with condition.

For all three steps, we set a at .05, two-tailed. We conducted the
analyses in R (Version 4.4.3; R Core Team, 2019).

Transparency and Openness

We report how we determined our sample size, all data exclusions
(if any), all manipulations, and all measures in the study (Simmons
etal., 2012). The museum allowed us a predetermined period of data
collection (from December 20, 2014, to January 4, 2015); we tested
as many participants as possible within this period. We did not
inspect or analyze the data before data collection was terminated. No
participants were excluded. Our sample size provides a power of .85
to identify an effect size that is typical in individual-difference
research (r = .20; Gignac & Szodorai, 2016), with « = .05, two-
tailed (Faul et al., 2007). Parents provided written informed consent

BRUMMELMAN, GRAPSAS, AND WIERS

for their own and their child’s participation. The study was approved
by the ethics review board of the Faculty of Social and Behavioral
Sciences, University of Amsterdam. Our design, hypotheses, and
analyses were not preregistered. Our data, code, and full study code-
book are available on the Open Science Framework (Brummelman
et al., 2025) at https://ost.io/6zefg.

Results
Preliminary Analyses

There were no significant differences between conditions in
children’s age, praise addiction, self-views, temperament, parenting,
or T1 praise cravings, Wilks’s A = 0.89, F(22, 390) = 1.08, p =
.366, or in children’s gender, y*(2, N =221) = 1.92, p = .384. These
results indicate successful random assignment.

Primary Analyses
Phenotype and Socialization

Correlations are presented in Table 2. Praise addiction and nar-
cissism were not significantly related. Praise addiction was negatively
related to self-esteem, positively related to reward sensitivity and
frustration reactivity, negatively related to affiliation, and not signif-
icantly related to surgency. By contrast, narcissism was not signifi-
cantly related to any of these variables. Praise addiction was positively
related to parental overvaluation and negatively related to parental
warmth. By contrast, narcissism was positively related to parental
overvaluation but not significantly related to parental warmth.
Together, these findings suggest that praise addiction is phenotypi-
cally distinct from narcissism. We controlled for multiple testing by
dividing a by the maximum number of tests performed per hypothesis
(.05/4 = 0.0125, two-tailed). After this correction, all aforementioned
associations remained significant, except the associations of praise
addiction with self-esteem, affiliation, and parental warmth.

Manifestations: Praise Cravings

Results are presented in Table 3.

Praise Addiction. There were no significant main effects of
conditions or praise addiction, ps > .084. There was a significant
main effect of time, with subjective praise cravings increasing
from T1to T2, B=10.21, SE =0.06, p < .001. None of the two-way
or three-way interactions were statistically significant, ps > .095.
Thus, children higher in praise addiction did not crave praise more
strongly, regardless of whether they had been praised frequently or
infrequently.

Narcissism. There were no significant main effects of condi-
tions, ps > .059. There was a significant main effect of time, with
subjective praise cravings increasing from T1 to T2, B=0.24, SE =
0.06, p < .001. There was also a significant main effect of narcissism,
with narcissism predicting higher praise cravings, B = 0.90, SE =
0.14, p < .001. None of the two-way or three-way interactions were
statistically significant, ps > .119. Thus, children higher in narcissism
craved praise more strongly, consistently over time, and regardless of
whether they had been praised frequently or infrequently.
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Table 2
Correlations Between Study Variables
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15
1. Praise addiction —
2. Narcissism .00 —
3. Self-esteem —-.16* 11 —
4. Reward sensitivity ~ .39%** 12 —12 —
5. Surgency -.06 .07 07 28FE
6. Affiliation —.14* .07 00 .01 247
7. Frustration A0%E 10 —14%  35% _ 9 —.15% —
reactivity
8. Parental warmth  —.15*  —.06 A1 a7 13 33 _gr
9. Parental 20%F 27 03 20" 06 .03 06 .08 —
overvaluation
10. Praise cravings TI .10 35FF 05 12 .10 .07 -.01 .00 08—
11. Praise cravings T2 .09 397 _ 05 .06 .06 .00 .05 .00 04 .64%F —
12. Praise cravings T3 .10 32¥E 11 .09 .05 .00 10 —.02 05 58FRE goEEE
13. Praise-seeking 19%* — 06 -01 .09 —-.04 -.06 08 —.13 -03 -.09 .00 02 —
behavior
14. Child age -.02 -.05 01 .05 -.02 -.07 —05 —=24%% 02 —15% —18"* 15 -03 —
15. Child gender —.09 —17%  —12 -.10 —-.01 A8 —04  17F 12 —16% —20%F —18%F —05 —.13 —

Note.
multiple testing. T = time.
*p <05 p<.0l. *p< .00l

Manifestations: Praise-Seeking Behavior

Results are presented in Table 4.

Praise Addiction. There was a significant main effect of praise
addiction, with children higher in praise addiction exerting more
effort to obtain praise, B = 2.13, SE = 0.50, p < .001 (Figure 1).
Importantly, this effect remained significant after excluding children
who quit the task after the first button press, B=2.17, SE=0.49, p <
.001 (Supplemental Table S4). There was an unexpected significant
main effect of condition, with infrequent praise leading to higher
effort to obtain praise, B = 0.33, SE = 0.17, p = .049. None of the

Gender: 0 = boy, 1 = girl. We highlighted in bold all correlations that remained significant after adopting a = .0125, two-tailed, which accounts for

other condition or condition by praise addiction effects were sta-
tistically significant, ps > .160. Thus, children higher in praise
addiction exerted more effort to obtain praise, regardless of whether
they had been praised frequently or infrequently.

Narcissism. There were no significant main or interaction ef-
fects of condition and narcissism in predicting children’s effort to
obtain praise, ps > .068. However, after excluding children who quit
the task after the first button press, there was a significant main effect
of narcissism, with children higher in narcissism exerting less effort
to obtain praise, B = —0.70, SE = 0.28, p = .013 (Supplemental
Table S4 and Figures S5 and S6). The interactions of narcissism

Table 3
Changes in Praise Cravings Over Time by Praise Addiction, Narcissism, and Condition

Praise addiction B SE t Narcissism B SE t
Intercept 1.86  0.07 27.48%**  Intercept 1.88  0.06 30.95%**
T2 021 0.6 3447 T2 024 0.6 3.93%%*
T3 0.07 0.06 1.11 T3 0.09 0.06 1.45
Infrequent praise -0.17 0.10 -1.74 Infrequent praise —-0.16 0.09 -1.90
Frequent praise 0.09 0.10 0.93 Frequent praise 0.08 0.09 0.88
Praise addiction 046 029 1.59 Narcissism 090  0.14 6.40™"*
T2 X Infrequent Praise —0.02 0.09 —0.18 T2 X Infrequent Praise —0.04 0.09 —0.49
T3 X Infrequent Praise 0.04 0.09 0.43 T3 X Infrequent Praise 0.06 0.09 0.74
T2 X Frequent Praise 0.14 0.09 1.56 T2 X Frequent Praise 0.13 0.09 1.56
T3 x Frequent Praise -0.09 0.09 —1.01 T3 X Frequent Praise —-0.10 0.09 —1.11
T2 X Praise Addiction -0.04 0.26 -0.15 T2 X Narcissism 0.14 0.14 1.01
T3 X Praise Addiction 0.13 0.26 0.51 T3 x Narcissism —0.10 0.14 —0.72
Infrequent Praise X Praise Addiction 0.54 0.42 1.27 Infrequent Praise X Narcissism —0.01 0.20 —0.06
Frequent Praise X Praise Addiction -0.43 0.41 —-1.05 Frequent Praise X Narcissism -0.15 0.19 -0.79
T2 X Infrequent Praise X Praise Addiction —0.64 0.38 —1.67 T2 X Infrequent Praise X Narcissism —0.19 0.20 —0.93
T3 X Infrequent Praise X Praise Addiction 0.28 0.38 0.74 T3 X Infrequent Praise X Narcissism 0.12 0.20 0.61
T2 X Frequent Praise X Praise Addiction —0.22 0.37 —0.60 T2 X Frequent Praise X Narcissism 0.18 0.19 0.94
T3 X Frequent Praise X Praise Addiction 0.17 0.37 0.46 T3 X Frequent Praise X Narcissism -0.16 0.19 —-0.85

Note. T = time; SE = standard error.
< .001.
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Table 4
Praise-Seeking Behavior by Praise Addiction, Narcissism, and Condition

Praise addiction B SE z Narcissism B SE z
Intercept 4.39 0.12 37.35%** Intercept 4.54 0.12 38.71%%*
Infrequent praise 0.33 0.17 1.96* Infrequent praise 0.20 0.17 1.21
Frequent praise 0.05 0.17 0.29 Frequent praise 0.07 0.17 0.45
Praise addiction 2.13 0.50 4.26™%* Narcissism -0.49 0.27 -1.83
Infrequent Praise X Praise Addiction —-0.98 0.73 -1.34 Infrequent Praise X Narcissism -0.17 0.39 -0.45
Frequent Praise X Praise Addiction 0.99 0.71 1.41 Frequent Praise X Narcissism 0.07 0.37 0.18

Note. SE = standard error.
*p <05 FFp < .001.

with condition remained nonsignificant. Thus, under this condi-
tion, children higher in narcissism exerted less effort to obtain
praise, regardless of whether they had been praised frequently or
infrequently.

Robustness and Generalizability Analyses

We examined the robustness of our findings in three ways
(Supplemental Material).

First, we repeated the main analyses controlling for age and
gender (Supplemental Tables S4, S5, S6, and S7). All results re-
mained (i.e., no significant effect became nonsignificant, and no
nonsignificant effect became significant).

Second, we repeated primary analyses excluding outliers in praise
addiction, narcissism, their correlates, and their dependent variables,
and we repeated them again excluding children who quit after the
first or second button press. There were no multivariate outliers
(Cook’s D > 1). There was one univariate outlier in self-esteem and
four univariate outliers in the effort to obtain praise (z > 3.29). All
results remained, but the unexpected main effect of condition on

Figure 1

effort to obtain praise became nonsignificant (Supplemental Table
S4 and Note 2).

Third, we repeated the analyses of praise-seeking behavior in the
PPP with two alternative dependent variables: the number of
compliments children earned in the PPP and the time children spent
on this task (Supplemental Tables S8, S9, and S10). Although these
variables were positively correlated to the number of button presses
(range of r = .67-.92; Supplemental Table S11), they are less
granular and sensitive (i.e., the number of compliments earned
ignores the number of “unrewarded” button presses children made,
and time spent on task does not capture directly exerted effort), so
we treated these analyses as exploratory. There were positive as-
sociations of praise addiction with the number of compliments
earned and time spent on the task. These associations remained
significant after controlling for age and gender and after excluding
those who quit after the first button press, those who quit after the
first or second button press, or those with outliers in the dependent
variable, if any. By contrast, there were no significant associations of
narcissism with the number of compliments earned and time spent
on the task, regardless of whether we controlled for age and gender

The Association Between Children’s Praise Addiction and Praise-Seeking Behavior Levels
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The association remained statistically significant when excluding children who quit after the first trial, excluding the four

univariate outliers in effort to obtain praise, or controlling for gender and age.
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or excluded those who quit after the first button press, those who quit
after the first or second button press, or those with outliers in the
dependent variable, if any. Thus, results for praise addiction were
robust across dependent variables, but those for narcissism were not.

Discussion

Do some children demonstrate an addiction-like pursuit of praise?
If so, do these children have elevated levels of narcissism? These
questions have engaged cultural commentators and psychologists
for decades. We conducted a multi-informant survey and experi-
mental study to examine praise addiction in middle-to-late child-
hood (ages 7-13). We first developed a parent-report measure to
capture individual differences in praise addiction in the general
population. Average levels of praise addiction were relatively low,
suggesting that it is uncommon for children to experience significant
impairment as a result of their desire for praise.

Our findings reveal meaningful individual differences in praise
addiction. Praise addiction was distinct from narcissism. Like
children higher in narcissism, children higher in praise addiction
experienced more parental overvaluation. Unlike children higher in
narcissism, however, children higher in praise addiction were more
sensitive to reward, displayed more reactivity to frustration, had
lower self-esteem, expressed a lower desire for affiliation, and
experienced less parental warmth. The latter three associations were
small and, consequently, did not survive correction for multiple
testing. We designed an experimental task to index subjective praise
cravings and praise-seeking behavior. Children higher in narcissism
expressed stronger subjective praise cravings, but they did not
display more praise-seeking behavior. By contrast, children higher
in praise addiction did not display stronger subjective praise
cravings, but they did display more praise-seeking behavior. That
is, they more frequently pressed a button to obtain praise, even
though each subsequent instance of praise required a higher number
of presses. These effects were independent of how frequently
children were praised beforehand and robust to various exclusion
criteria. Together, our findings suggest that children high in praise
addiction—unlike children high in narcissism—may indeed show
addiction-like behavior in the pursuit of praise.

Theoretical Implications

What is the nature of praise addiction? We conceptualized praise
addiction as a unitary trait that is distributed continuously in the
general population (rather than a disorder that individuals do or do
not have). Consistent with this conceptualization, in a nonclinical
sample of children, we found a single-factor structure and mean-
ingful individual differences in praise addiction. These individual
differences were distinct from narcissism, rooted in children’s
temperamental traits, related to children’s socialization experiences,
reflected in children’s self-views, and manifested in children’s
praise-seeking behavior. Children higher in praise addiction were
more inclined to press a button to obtain praise, even if they had to
press the button many times to obtain a single instance of praise and
even when they had been praised frequently during the task already.
Some children pressed the button more than a thousand times. This
reveals the potentially compulsive nature of their praise-seeking
behavior.

605

Despite their increased effort to obtain praise, children high in
praise addiction did not experience more intense subjective praise
cravings. What may explain this discrepancy? One explanation is
that children high in praise addiction have impaired insight or simply
deny their cravings (as is common in addiction; Goldstein et al.,
2009; Murphy et al., 2017). Yet, this seems unlikely in our study
because praise cravings did not significantly predict effort to obtain
praise even among those low in praise addiction (Supplemental Note
3). Another explanation is that “wanting” (i.e., a form of desire that
spurs approach and consumption of an attributed stimulus) can occur
unconsciously yet still motivate behavior (Robinson & Berridge,
2024). In those cases, children may exert effort to obtain praise,
even without experiencing more intense praise subjective cravings
than other children. We propose a complementary explanation: In
Western society, it may be normative and well-accepted for children
to report a desire for praise (Brummelman, 2020), making it difficult
for them to distinguish an everyday desire from intense cravings.
Such intense cravings may emerge only in response to cues or
contexts associated with praise (e.g., seeing the teacher hand out
grades). Cue-induced cravings predict subsequent behavior more
strongly than do cravings assessed without cue exposure (Vafaie &
Kober, 2022). Future work can test these explanations through
implicit assessments of “wanting” and cue-induced cravings (e.g.,
Grigutsch et al., 2019).

A popular view in psychology is that praise addiction is at the core
of narcissism (first proposed by Baumeister & Vohs, 2001). Our
findings paint a different picture. Children higher in narcissism did
not show elevated levels of praise addiction. Unlike children higher
in praise addiction, children higher in narcissism expressed elevated
subjective praise cravings but reduced praise-seeking behavior:
Excluding children who quit the task early (who were perhaps eager
to go back to exploring the science museum), children higher in
narcissism were less inclined to press a button to receive praise.
What explains this pattern of findings? Narcissism revolves around
a desire for superiority over others (Brummelman et al., 2016;
Grapsas et al., 2020; Morf & Horvath, 2010). Children high in
narcissism employ various intra- and interpersonal strategies to
validate their perceived superiority (Morf & Horvath, 2010). Praise
is just one of many potential sources of self-validation, and
children high in narcissism may not be willing to exert great effort
to obtain it. Indeed, they are used to being praised by others:
Replicating earlier research (Brummelman, Thomaes, Nelemans,
Orobio de Castro, Overbeek, & Bushman, 2015; Derry, 2018;
Nguyen & Shaw, 2020), our findings show that children high in
narcissism tend to have more overvaluing parents, who tend to
lavish them with praise. As such, children high in narcissism may
feel that they deserve praise for who they are intrinsically and that
others should accept their superiority at face value, which may
reduce their effort to obtain praise. Importantly, the narcissism
measure had relatively low internal consistency, and the associ-
ation between narcissism and effort to obtain praise was not robust
across alternative operationalizations of praise-seeking behavior.
Future research should replicate the association using multiple
measures of narcissism and other direct ways of indexing the
motivation to obtain praise (e.g., squeezing a handgrip; Pessiglione
et al., 2007; Schmidt et al., 2012).

What are the socialization experiences associated with praise
addiction? Our findings show that children high in praise addiction
experienced parental overvaluation (like children high in narcissism)
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as well as a lack of parental warmth (unlike children high in nar-
cissism). Although correlational, these findings suggest two com-
plementary socialization pathways to praise addiction: sensitization
and compensation. Overvaluing parents tend to overestimate, over-
claim, and overpraise their children (Brummelman, Thomaes,
Nelemans, Orobio de Castro, & Bushman, 2015). Just like drug
consumption can render the brain hypersensitive to drugs (i.e.,
sensitization; Robinson & Berridge, 2001), receiving parental
praise might make children hypersensitive to praise. By contrast,
parents who lack warmth tend to show little interest in their
children, share little joy with them, and rarely express fondness of
them (Rohner, 2004). Just like a period of social isolation can
render the brain hypersensitive to social cues (i.e., compensation;
Tomova et al., 2020), lack of parental warmth might make children
hypersensitive to praise. Yet, the association between praise
addiction and lack of parental warmth did not survive correction
for multiple testing, so the sensitization pathway may be more
likely than the compensation pathway. Future research should test
these presumed socialization pathways longitudinally. Although
praise addiction, like any other addiction, should not be considered
purely a brain disease (Heather et al., 2018), exploring the neural
processing of praise across development could help illuminate
its developmental origins.

Specificity and Ecological Validity

Is it possible that children high in praise addiction pursue any
possible type of social reward, rather than praise in particular? We
cannot rule this out because we did not directly compare praise to
other rewards, but our findings suggest that this is unlikely. First,
children higher in praise addiction had higher reward sensitivity,
which could potentially predispose them to pursue any type of
reward (e.g., money, sweets). Yet, while children higher in praise
addiction exerted more effort to obtain praise, children higher in
reward sensitivity did not. Thus, general reward sensitivity cannot
explain intensified praise-seeking behavior among children higher
in praise addiction. Second, children higher in praise addiction did
not display elevated affiliation—a temperamental trait reflecting a
desire for warmth and closeness with others—which suggests that
they would not show intensified seeking of other social rewards
(e.g., touch). These findings are consistent with the possibility that
praise has a special status among rewards, which dovetails with
research showing that, on average, adults value receiving praise
more than eating their favorite food, drinking alcohol, having sex,
receiving a paycheck, and seeing their best friend (Bushman
et al., 2011).

Research has distinguished labeled praise, which labels what is
being praised (e.g., “Great job pressing the button!”), from unla-
beled praise, which does not (e.g., “Great job!”; Bernhardt &
Forehand, 1975; Weeland et al., 2022). Our study focused on
unlabeled praise. In the PPP, for example, children could earn only
unlabeled praise. We chose unlabeled praise to make sure the praise
would not have informational value (Soenens & Vansteenkiste,
2020). When praise is informational (e.g., when it mentions
explicitly what recipients did well), recipients may exert effort to
obtain the praise not for its own sake but rather for its informational
value (e.g., because it informs them about how to improve their
performance). Thus, our findings tentatively suggest that children
high in praise addiction may pursue praise for its own sake or for

BRUMMELMAN, GRAPSAS, AND WIERS

self-validation, rather than for the information it provides about their
actions or achievements.

How ecologically valid is our assessment of children’s praise-
seeking behavior? We measured the behavior in a controlled setting.
In the PPP, children could press a button to receive praise, and the
number of button presses required to receive praise increased
progressively. This PR schedule has been developed in drug self-
administration studies for assessing effort to obtain drugs (Deroche-
Gamonet et al., 2004; Hodos, 1961; Richardson & Roberts, 1996).
Drug self-administration studies with PR schedules have yielded
results that are consistent with clinical findings (e.g., objective
measures of naturalistic drug use), suggesting that the PR schedule
has predictive validity in terms of real-world behavior (Stoops,
2008). Yet, praise is different from drugs in at least two ways. First,
praise cannot be taken at will. Children have to learn how to best
elicit praise from people around them (Botto & Rochat, 2019;
Heyman et al., 2021). Second, praise is often given in group settings,
leading to social comparison (e.g., with siblings or classmates). The
desirability and meaning of praise may depend on social dynamics
in group settings. For example, when two children perform at the
same level but the teacher praises only one of them, the praise may
be interpreted as a sign of low ability (Schoneveld & Brummelman,
2023), perhaps making it less desirable. Also, when a teacher praises
every student indiscriminately, regardless of the student’s achieve-
ments, children may seek out the praise less (Asaba et al., 2024). We
call for research that indexes children’s praise-seeking behavior in
less controlled real-world settings (e.g., using observations, experi-
ence sampling, and multi-informant reports in classroom settings).

Applied Implications

Our findings support the validity of our parent-report PAS for
research purposes but not for diagnostic purposes. In our nonclinical
sample, the scale had an internally consistent single-factor structure;
was related to parent-reported temperamental traits, self-reported
self-esteem, and parent-reported socialization experiences (i.e.,
convergent validity); was not related to self-reported narcissism
(i.e., discriminant validity); and predicted children’s praise-
seeking behavior (i.e., criterion validity). Nevertheless, we dis-
courage clinicians and other professionals from using our scale for
diagnostic purposes for two reasons. First, the scale was designed
to capture individual differences in praise addiction, rather than to
differentiate between subclinical and clinical levels of praise
addiction. Second, we studied a nonclinical group of children, so
we are unable to determine clinical cutoffs. Even if children show
levels of praise addiction that exceed the mean reported in our
present study, these levels do not necessarily constitute a clinical
problem. It is possible, for example, that elevated levels of praise
addiction do not cause significant distress or impairment in a
majority of children. This concurs with item-level descriptive data
of the PAS, which suggest that while the desire for praise may be
common, few children experience significant impairment in
important life domains as a result of their desire for praise.

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions

Our study has several strengths, including its development of a
novel praise addiction measure, its focus on childhood, and its
experimental, multi-informant, and multimethod assessment of the
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manifestations of praise addiction. Our study also has limitations.
First, we did not distinguish between different types of praise. Are
some types of praise more addictive than others? For example,
would children be more prone to praise addiction when the praise is
labeled (Weeland et al., 2022), selective (Asaba et al., 2024),
phrased in overly positive, inflated ways (e.g., “You did incredibly
well!”; Brummelman et al., 2017), or focused on fixed traits (e.g.,
“You’re so smart”’; Gunderson et al., 2018)?

Second, our design was not longitudinal, so we are unable to
determine whether children’s socialization experiences preceded the
development of praise addiction. For example, would experiences of
parental overvaluation and lack of parental warmth precede the
developmental emergence of praise addiction?

Third, our PPP was novel to children and lacked a control condition
in which children could obtain a reward other than praise. Would
some children, such as those high in novelty seeking (Arenas &
Manzanedo, 2020), press the button more frequently out of curiosity,
simply because they have never done the task before, regardless of
how strongly they desire a certain type of reward? Would children
high in praise addiction press the button more frequently to obtain
praise, but not to obtain money or sweets? These questions could be
addressed by repeating the task with several days or weeks in between
(making the task less novel the second time) and including control
conditions in which children press the button to obtain rewards other
than praise.

Fourth, we conducted the study in the Netherlands, an individ-
ualistic country where children are praised frequently (Brummelman,
2018). Would children show lower levels of praise addiction in
collectivistic countries where they are praised infrequently, such as
Taiwan (Miller et al., 2002)? And would children in these countries
show less praise-seeking behavior, because such behavior is less
likely to pay oft?

Our findings also generate new research directions. A first
direction will be to examine the development of praise addiction. At
what age does praise addiction typically emerge? Can it already
emerge in toddlerhood, as even 2-year-olds are sensitive to social
evaluation (Botto & Rochat, 2018)? Does it intensify during ado-
lescence, as adolescence is a sensitive period for the development of
addiction (Gladwin et al., 2011) and is characterized by heightened
status sensitivity (Grapsas et al., 2020; Yeager et al., 2018)? And
from what age does praise addiction become ingrained in one’s
personality and potentially less amenable to intervention?

A second direction will be to examine the manifestations of praise
addiction and subjective praise cravings in children’s everyday
lives. In our study, children’s praise craving levels were slightly
below the midpoint of the scale before the task, suggesting that
children can experience some praise cravings even outside of
achievement contexts. Children’s praise cravings increased during the
task, suggesting that achievement contexts trigger praise cravings.
This raises interesting questions. In which contexts do children crave
praise most strongly (e.g., in one-on-one interactions or competitive
public settings)? Whose praise do children crave most (e.g., parents,
teachers, coaches, peers)? Does receiving praise feed or extinguish
the desire for praise? Can children become trapped in a vicious cycle,
following the principle of “getting begets wanting” (Vohs &
Baumeister, 2008), with receiving praise creating a stronger craving
of praise, leading children to seek out even more praise? And, if so,
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how can this cycle be broken? These questions can be addressed
using experience sampling methods.

A third direction will be to examine the clinical manifestations of
praise addiction. When and why would elevated levels of praise
addiction cause significant distress or impairment? And what would
be the nature of the distress or impairment? For example, would
children with elevated levels of praise addiction be prone to
developing a dependent personality disorder—characterized by
fears of separation, submissive and clinging behavior, and a per-
vasive and excessive need to be taken care of (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013)? Furthermore, would children with elevated
levels of praise addiction be prone to developing anxiety and
depression? These internalizing disorders are often characterized by
low self-esteem (Orth & Robins, 2014).

Conclusion

Despite extensive theorizing about the nature of praise addiction,
no research has examined praise addiction empirically. Our work is
the first to investigate the phenotype, socialization, and manifes-
tations of praise addiction in children. Children high in praise
addiction displayed low self-esteem, were sensitive to reward, and
experienced parental overvaluation and a lack of parental warmth.
Whereas they did not experience intense subjective craving for
praise, they did show intense praise-seeking behavior. Interestingly,
children high in praise addiction did not show elevated levels of
narcissism. Collectively, the findings shed light on the nature of praise
addiction in children, demonstrate its separateness from narcissism,
and validate that children high in praise addiction may pursue praise
vigorously.
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