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A Theory of Moral Praise
Highlights
Recent psychological research suggests
that the process for assigning moral
praise is different than the process
for assigning moral blame. Specifically,
features of a moral act like causality,
intentionality, andmagnitude of outcome
influence blame more than praise.

A functional perspective can help explain
these differences while also offering a
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How do people judge whether someone deserves moral praise for their actions?
In contrast to the large literature on moral blame, work on how people attribute
praise has, until recently, been scarce. However, there is a growing body of
recent work from a variety of subfields in psychology (including social, cognitive,
developmental, and consumer) suggesting that moral praise is a fundamentally
unique form of moral attribution and not simply the positive moral analogue of
blame attributions. A functional perspective helps explain asymmetries in
blame and praise: we propose that while blame is primarily for punishment and
signaling one’s moral character, praise is primarily for relationship building.
fruitful means for guiding future research
into moral judgments. While blame is for
determining who to avoid and signaling
one’s own moral character, praise
is more for establishing cooperative
alliances and relationships.

Praise is especially sensitive to factors
that signal that a moral agent is a worthy
cooperative partner and is guided by
prosocial motivations.

Understanding the psychological pro-
cess for moral praise offers insight
into the development and evolution of
cooperation.
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Moral Praise

A great deal of psychological research has focused on understanding the processes involved in
moral attribution, describing when and how individuals are associated with and then held
accountable for actions of moral importance. However, the most influential theories of moral
attribution have focused almost exclusively on blame, the attribution of responsibility for an
immoral act [1–4], with less attention applied to judgments of positive moral acts and the attribu-
tion of praise. However, as psychological research on moral praise accumulates, it is becoming
apparent that praise and blame are far from attributional mirror-images of each other [5–9].
Moral praise appears to be a unique form of moral judgment.

By moral praise, we mean the cognitive appraisal regarding an agent’s positive moral behavior
and character (e.g., being prosocial, performing a ‘good deed’, helping others in need, etc.),
the appraisal that an agent’s positive behavior exceeded typical duties and obligations (what
philosophers refer to as supererogatory acts). Praise is an often-used metric in psychology for
assessing people’s positive attitudes for moral actions [5–7,9–11]. Philosophers have referred
to a praiseworthy action as one that is ‘laudable’ [12] and state that a person is praiseworthy
when they perform a morally good action for morally worthy motives [13]. Other accounts of
praise have emphasized the importance of the character of the person performing the moral
action, highlighting how even the most moral act possible is not praiseworthy if performed for
the wrong sorts of motivations [14,15]. We are restricting our discussion in this paper to moral
praise, in order to distinguish it from the large literature on achievement praise (e.g., praise for
academic or athletic performance). We are restricting our discussion to the judgment or appraisal
of praise (and blame) and setting aside the instrumental role that praise (moral or achievement)
may play in reinforcement learning. Finally, while we seek to highlight general distinctions between
the psychological processes guiding blame and praise, there are notable exceptions to the
patterns we identify and we note that both blame and praise are likely to operate in diverse
ways across different content domains (Box 1).

Recent work has documented several asymmetries in the psychological processes guiding
judgments of praise versus those of blame. For instance, people are differentially sensitive to
outcome-magnitude: they are less sensitive to benefits of a positive act when making praise
judgments than they are to the degree of harm caused by an act when attributing blame [7]. In
addition, while individuals are demonstrably sensitive to criteria such as the intentionality and
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Box 1. Nuances in Attributions of Moral Praise and Blame

Although we have characterized praise and blame as tending to operate in certain ways for ease of understanding
(e.g., blame as more susceptible to information regarding causality, intentionality, and magnitude than praise), we
acknowledge that this is not always the case. The judgments we call ‘moral praise’ and ‘moral blame’ likely arise from
diverse and complex cognitive mechanisms that depend on the particular actions and agents being evaluated and the
cultural contexts in which they occur. For example, actions pertaining to the purity domain (i.e., actions concerned with
moral, spiritual, and sexual cleanliness) appear to be distinguishable from other sorts of moral concerns and operate
according to different cognitive processes. Blame for violations of moral purity are often insensitive regarding intentionality,
such that impure acts are judged to be just as wrong when committed intentionally as unintentionally [72,119]. In addition,
magnitude of outcomes appears to influence blame for harmful acts (e.g., causing more pain is worse than causing less
pain) more than blame for impure acts (e.g., doing something sexually taboo or disgusting once is often equivalent to doing
it many times [120]). Finally, moral actionsmade bymembers of a group described as ‘impure’ lead to amplification of both
blame and praise [121]. Neither praise nor blame are the product of a single unified cognitive process; instead, both
judgments are likely an amalgamation of several different, context-sensitive processes. It is important for future research
to investigate both what distinguishes praise from blame, as well as to investigate the similarities and differences between
different types of praise (see Outstanding Questions).
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controllability of an action when determining whether to assign blame, these factors appear
to play a smaller role in attributions of praise [5,6]. Importantly, however, it is not simply that indi-
viduals are less sensitive to contextual information in general when making judgments of praise
[16–18]. Rather, people do appear to be especially sensitive to information regarding the motives
driving the good deeds of others; even exceptionally generous acts are not seen as praiseworthy
if they are viewed as motivated by self-interest [19]. Taken together, we believe that this work
suggests that (more so than judgments of blame), praise judgments operate like an answer to
the question ‘is this a good person?’ rather than ‘is this a good action?’.

Here, we synthesize a growing literature focused on the evaluation of moral character [16,17] to
sketch the foundations of a theory of moral praise. Recent research highlights the importance of
character in our social evaluations, suggesting that we make judgments not just of particular acts
but of the people who commit those acts [18]. Specifically, observers attend to information that
reveals not just what a person did but why they did it in order to understand their underlying moral
motivations and attitudes [5,10,19–21]. Such person-centered moral evaluations have important
consequences: for example, they more strongly predict liking and respect for an individual than
judgments of competence and sociability [22]. We propose that person-centered moral evaluations
play an especially important role in moral praise. We suggest that this is because praise, relative to
blame, ismore geared towards relationship-building, and that people should be especially motivated
to build relationships with those perceived to have good moral character. This perspective on the
function of praise helps make sense of observed asymmetries between praise and blame.

Theories of Moral Responsibility
Traditionally, discussions of blame and praise have occurred in the context of determining
the conditions under which people are held morally responsible for their actions: as having inten-
tionally caused those actions and can thus be held accountable for the outcomes. While a great
deal of research onmoral judgment has focused on howwe determine whether a particular action
is right or wrong, when an individual engages in a morally relevant action, an additional moral
judgment is required to determine whether he or she should be held morally responsible. How
do people make these judgments? A number of highly influential theoretical accounts have
been proposed [3,4]. These theories have been important in delineating the psychological
processes involved in assigning blame, highlighting the importance of causality [1,2,23–25], inten-
tionality [1,2,26,27], and the magnitude/severity of the outcome [1,2]. If an individual engages in an
immoral act, for instance, these theories hold that we ask ourselves a series of questions
before arriving at a judgment of responsibility and blame: did the person cause the action (if the
agent is not causally linked to the outcome, there should be no blame [1,28,29])? Did they intend
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the action (agents are more likely to be deemed blameworthy when they acted intentionally
[1,2,30–32])? If so, did they have a good reason for acting? And how severe were the conse-
quences of their action [1,33,34]? Notably, these theories have been almost exclusively concerned
with judgments of responsibility for immoral acts and the resulting attributions of blame for those
acts. Judgments of praise for positive acts have been assumed, either tacitly or explicitly, to result
from the same set of attributional processes [2–4]. However, as we discuss in greater detail later,
considerations of causality, intentionality, and consequences seem to matter less for praise than
they do for blame.

The Functions of Blame and Praise
We propose that considering the ultimate functions and the potential consequences (both costs
and benefits) of blame and praise can help shed light on the nature of moral praise and can help
explain how and why judgments of blame and praise differ in very specific ways. Here, we adopt
the view (proposed bymany researchers) that moral judgments serve to facilitate social regulation
and sustain social relationships, ensuring cooperation among group members [35–39]. Viewed
through this lens, blame and praise can be understood as judgments that play related, but
distinct, roles in social regulation. For instance, the expression of both praise and blame can
help shape an agent’s future moral behavior [3,35,36], can help identify which individuals are
worthy social partners [2,3,28,40], and can publicly signal the moral values of the person making
the judgment [41,42]. However, we propose that, compared with blame, praise is relatively more
directed towards building, establishing, and maintaining social relationships and affiliative
alliances. Because being praised signals a target’s social value, praise works to improve interper-
sonal commitment [43], group commitment [44], and the social reputation of the recipient [45].
These relationship-building benefits can also result in wider application of praise than blame [46].

Praise and blame also differ in another important way: there are different costs associated with
making an incorrect judgment. The wrongful attribution of blame can have very serious conse-
quences, from social exclusion to severe physical punishment for the person who is wrongly
blamed. Blame that is considered unjustified or miscalibrated can result in resentment [47] and
decreased group commitment [48] from the person being blamed and psychological harm (from
being unjustly punished) [49]. Even blame that is viewed as deserved by third parties may feel
undeserved by the recipient, given that people often judge their own misdeeds as relatively less
blameworthy than the misdeeds of others [50,51]. Additionally, wrongfully blaming a person may
result in a damaged or lost relationship, or in possible retaliation from the accused [52,53]. Finally,
even if an agent is deserving of blame, the person expressing a judgment can open herself to charges
of hypocrisy if she were to engage in that same behavior [42]. Relative to blame, praise is compara-
tively costless: people typically enjoy being praised and the consequences for wrongfully praising an
agent are relatively minimal for both the judge and the recipient of praise. Accordingly, blame
often requires justification that praise simply does not [54]. It therefore becomes important to
calibrate judgments of blame to inputs like the causality and intentionality of the agent, as well as
to the magnitude of consequences of the action. In short, getting blame right matters more.

Despite the importance of getting the details about an action right when assessing blame, a growing
body of work suggests that evaluations of the immoral acts of an agent are not only sensitive to these
local features of an action (such as intentionality, control, and causality), but also to the character of
an agent [1–5,7,16–18].We propose that this is evenmore true for judgments of praise: because the
cost of praise is less severe than the cost of blame, praise is even less sensitive to the fine-grained
analyses of action that guide judgments of blame [8]. This does notmean that praise is entirely insen-
sitive to these local features (it is rare that one would praise an entirely accidental positive action [25]),
but only that it will be relatively less sensitive to information about these features. We believe that this
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difference is a key to understanding the empirical findings regarding praise that have emerged in
recent years.

Asymmetries in the Attribution of Praise and Blame
Judgments of blame and praise, we have argued, differ in important ways: while both are sensi-
tive to the character of the agent, blame requires a degree of sensitivity to the specific features of
an action that praise does not. On this view, compared with judgments of blame, judgments of
praise ought to demonstrate a relative insensitivity to features such as the causal influence over
the act, the intentionality of an action, or the magnitude of any given outcome (for exceptions,
see Box 1). Within the past few years, a number of asymmetries between blame and praise
have been documented that are consistent with these predictions. While, as we have noted,
praise has received far less attention in the literature than blame, our review of the literature
revealed at least 22 published papers comparing praise and blame (or evaluations of moral and
immoral events more broadly) [5–9,25,55–70]. Of these, 20 of the papers documented a number
of asymmetries consistent with our theoretical framework (Table 1). It is to these specific findings
that we now turn.
Table 1. Published Papers Comparing Praise and Blame

Citation Number of
studies

Investigation of causality,
intentionality, or magnitude
of consequences?

Number of studies documenting
a positive–negative asymmetry
in judgments

Content domains of the moral acts
being judged

Refs

Pizarro et al. (2003) 3 Intentionality 3 Helping and harming [5]

Ohtsubo (2007) 2 Intentionality 2 Helping and harming [6]

Siegel et al. (2017) 2 Causality, magnitude 2 Self’s profit and pain versus other’s profit
and pain

[7]

Guglielmo and Malle (2019) 4 Intentionality 4 Helping and harming, purity [8]

Wiltermuth et al. (2010) 3 None (condemnation and praise
are orthogonal judgments)

3 Helping and harming, fairness, honesty [9]

Pizarro et al. (2003) 4 Causality 0 Helping and harming [25]

Bohner et al. (1988) 1 Causality 1 Success versus failure on task [55]

Roese and Olson (1997) Review article Causality Argues for asymmetry in
causality based on valence

Success versus failure on task, helping
and harming

[56]

Bostyn and Roets (2016) 3 Causality 2 Helping and harming [57]

Newman et al. (2015) 5 Intentionality 5 Social norms, self-control, helping and
harming

[58]

Knobe (2003) 2 Intentionality 2 Helping and harming [59]

Knobe (2003) 4 Intentionality 4 Helping and harming [60]

Leslie et al. (2006) 2 Intentionality 2 Helping and harming [61]

Ngo et al. (2015) 3 Intentionality 3 Helping and harming [62]

Klein and Epley (2014) 8 Magnitude 5 Economic decisions [63]

Gneezy and Epley (2014) 6 Magnitude 6 Honesty, keeping of promises [64]

Klein and O’Brien (2016) 5 Causality, magnitude 5 Nice versus mean behavior, selfish
versus selfless behavior

[65]

Goodwin and Darley (2012) 2 None (perceived objectivity) 1 Helping and harming, respect, honesty,
donation

[66]

Critcher et al. (2013) 2 Intentionality 1 Helping and harming, purity [67]

Bigman and Tamir (2016) 7 None (effort) 0 Helping and harming [68]

Cushman et al. (2009) 1 Intentionality 1 Self versus other profit [69]

Monroe et al. (2018) 5 Magnitude 4 Social norms, economic decisions [70]
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Causality
Compared with judgments of moral blame, judgments of moral praise appear less attuned to the
degree of causality that an agent had over an outcome (i.e., an evaluation that were it not for the
actions of this agent, then these harmful consequenceswould not have occurred) [1,28,29]. More
generally, negative events generate greater consideration of the causal mechanisms that led to
the event [55] and give rise to more counter-factual thinking (i.e., ‘what if’ statements) than
positive events [56], suggesting that people are more motivated to understand the causes of
immoral acts than of moral acts. Moreover, prompting participants to consider causality appears
to lead to increases in praise for the agent, but not to changes in blame for the agent, suggesting
that moral events fail to spontaneously trigger causal attribution to the same degree as immoral
events [55].

As further evidence of the difference in sensitivity to causality when making judgments of blame
versus praise, there is evidence that the so-called ‘omission bias’ is less likely to occur for positive
moral actions than it is for negative moral actions: individuals are more likely to reduce blame
for omissions compared with actions than they are to reduce praise. For example, in one study
participants assigned greater blame to an individual who moved out of the way of a cart that sub-
sequently hit other people, compared with an individual who failed to jump in front of a cart in
order to prevent it from hitting others. However, participants assigned similar levels of praise for
an individual who jumped in front of a cart to prevent it from hitting others and an individual
who did not move out of the way (staying in the cart’s path) in order to prevent it from hitting
others [57]. These findings are consistent with the approach we have proposed: blame requires
greater justification than praise due to the potential costs of getting it wrong [54].

Intentionality
A consistent finding (with a few exceptions [71,72]) within the field of moral psychology is that
agents who commit immoral acts are considered more blameworthy when they acted intentionally
(i.e., with accurate beliefs about and desires for the action and its consequences) than when
they acted unintentionally [1–4,23,27,73]. However, research has also consistently shown that
observers treat the intentionality of agents differently when evaluating moral acts versus immoral
acts. For instance, intentionality information appears to matter more for blame than for praise.
Observers discount blame for impulsive (and therefore less intentional) immoral acts relative to
deliberative immoral acts but fail to discount praise for impulsive moral acts relative to deliberative
moral acts because of an assumption regarding what the agent would ‘truly’ want to happen
[5,58]. Similarly, providing individuals with explicit information about intentionality intensifies the
blame they assign to a harmful agent more strongly than such information intensifies the praise
they assign to a helpful agent [6,8].

The motivations of agents who commit positive moral acts are also judged as more ambiguous
than the motivations of agents who commit immoral acts [74,75]. For instance, people are
more likely to attribute immoral motives to an agent who acts morally than they are to attribute
moral motives to an agent who acts immorally [19,76]. This suggests that observers are particu-
larly interested in understanding whether an agent is acting morally for genuinely prosocial
reasons and not just trying to appear moral in order to reap reputational benefits, a finding that
is consistent with viewing praise as important to judgments of character. Given the motivational
ambiguity surrounding an agent’s positive moral acts, observers are especially scrutinizing of a
prosocial agent’s motives.

The well-documented ‘side-effect effect’ in judgments of intentionality also highlights this difference
between moral and immoral acts. Across a number of studies, researchers have documented that
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when an action has an explicitly unintentional negative side-effect, individuals nonetheless judge
that the side-effect was intentional; however, when an action has an explicitly unintentional positive
side-effect, individuals are much less likely to judge that the side-effect was intentional [59–62].
These findings provide additional evidence that the relationship between the intentionality of an
act and the harm caused by that act is different than the relationship between the intentionality of
an act and the benefit caused by that act.

Like information about causality, information about intentionality is not irrelevant for judgments of
praise. Rather, it appears as if information about the intentionality of a single moral act is simply less
important for judgments of praise than is information about an agent’s enduring moral motivations.
This is consistent with the view that the function of praise is establishing and maintaining social
bonds. While information about the intentionality of an action often serves as a useful signal of an
agent’s underlyingmotivations, this ismore true for negative than for positive actions. Because people
assume that others generally want good things to happen [5,58], clear deviations from this norm
(i.e., when an individual intends for a bad thing to happen) are particularly diagnostic of an individual’s
motivation [75]. Finally, as we argued earlier, careful considerations of intentionality may bemore likely
to occur for negative acts because of concerns over incorrectly blaming an agent who does not
deserve it. Such concerns may be less likely to arise when making judgments of praise.

Magnitude of Outcomes
A third asymmetry between blame and praise has been documented regarding the magnitude
of consequences for an act. While acts with more harmful outcomes are given greater blame
than acts with less harmful outcomes [1,77,78], the magnitude of outcomes matters less for
the evaluation of moral acts than immoral acts [70]. While individuals do use information about
outcomemagnitude when they are simultaneously evaluating positive acts that differ in magnitude,
they fail to do so when considering individual acts in isolation [63]. For example, people view a
player as increasingly moral as they move from making completely selfish allocations in an eco-
nomic game to making more equitable allocations, but they do not continue to view them as
increasingly more moral as they move equitable allocations to completely selfless ones [63]. Simi-
larly, people judge a broken promise asworse than a kept promise but judge an exceeded promise
as no better than a kept promise [64]. People also require less evidence to diagnose moral change
for the worse than to diagnose moral change for the better [65], suggesting that observers are
more sensitive to the gradations of outcomes of immoral acts than for moral acts. Finally, observers
seem to weight outcomes more strongly when judging agents who commit more negative than
positive acts [7,8]. In short, when evaluating the actions of a moral agent, people seem to care
more about the act of doing good than how much good was done [10].

One potential explanation for this asymmetry in sensitivity to outcome magnitude is that people
broadly judge bad stimuli as stronger than good stimuli and negative information often has more
impact than equally positive information [79–82]. For example, people are generally loss averse,
and see losing $5 as hurting more than gaining $5 feels good [83]. People also give much greater
weight to negative events than positive events in their evaluations and attitudes [84]. Furthermore,
moral wrongs are seen as more objectively wrong than moral goods are seen as objectively right
[66], providing additional evidence that the valence of a behavior influences judgments of its
strength. This general ‘negativity bias’ appears to emerge early in life; for instance, both children
and adults have greater memory for threatening versus nonthreatening others [85]. An important
question for future research is whether the observed asymmetries between blame and praise in
sensitivity to outcome magnitude can be entirely explained by loss aversion and negativity bias,
or whether such asymmetries additionally arise due to the fact that attribution errors aremore costly
for blame than praise.
Trends in Cognitive Sciences, September 2020, Vol. 24, No. 9 699



Trends in Cognitive Sciences
What Matters for Praise
We propose that when determining whether to morally praise another person, observers are
trying to determine whether that person is a fundamentally trustworthy individual, one who can be
counted on to be a cooperative partner in the future. Praise then acts to reinforce thatmoral behavior
in the recipient while also strengthening the relationship between the giver and the recipient of the
praise. When faced with positive acts, observers appear to be both diagnosing a person’s moral
character and generating a prediction about their future prosocial behavior. Praise should therefore
be sensitive to features of acts and persons indicating that a person can be reliably trusted to act
prosocially. Praise is a judgment about an agent’s ‘moral cognitive machinery’ [16]; an evaluation
that the agent will, if placed in a situation where morality is relevant, make the appropriate
(i.e., normatively prescribed) moral judgments and decisions. While information about causality [5],
intentionality [86], and outcome magnitude [63] of an act are relevant in evaluating the praiseworthi-
ness of an act, those factors are only important to the extent they inform judgments of character.
Other features of an act or an agent that serve as a clearer signal about the agent’s moral character
should, on our account, be especially important for the attribution of praise.

For example, the emotions an agent displays when making a decision are used as cues to that
agent’s motivations and moral character for both helpful and harmful actions: moral actions per-
formed with a happy expression, relative to a less happy expression, communicate the agent’s
moral commitments [87]. Observers infer character from the emotions displayed by an agent
because affective displays are assumed to communicate the agent’s motives and intentions
[88,89]; if an agent smiles while behaving morally, observers assume that the agent approves
of what is happening, more than if the agent is frowning. Furthermore, observers change how
they interpret an agent’s helpful behavior based on the agent’s degree of willingness to help
and the apparent reasons for helping: if an agent appears to only grudgingly help [90] or to
help solely based on cost-benefit analysis [91], judges award less praise to the agent. People
see emotional expressions and ‘warm-glow’ feelings after behaving prosocially as signals of an
agent’s moral character [20,92] and, correspondingly, ‘warm glow’ feelings are relied upon
more strongly when assigning praise than blame [10]. However, the reputational and social
benefits of positive expressions over neutral expressions diminish with repeated behavior [87],
suggesting that displayed emotions are treated as signaling an agent’s prosocial commitment,
but that actual patterns of behavior are a clearer signal of such commitment.

Similarly, individuals use the speed of a moral decision as diagnostic of moral character and
the praiseworthiness of the decision [67]: observers judge hesitant decisions as less diagnostic
and reflecting more ambiguous motivations relative to quick decisions when praising moral acts
or when blaming immoral acts. Similarly, people believe that spontaneous (presumably quickly
occurring) decisions reveal more about an agent’s true desires than deliberative (presumably slowly
occurring) decisions [93]. In economic games, people judge another’s quick decisiveness and lack
of calculation when making cooperation decisions as signaling trustworthiness [94–96]. To
observers, quickmoral decisions signal that an agent is certain about the moral decision, seemingly
uninfluenced by situational factors, and can be reliably trusted on to cooperate and behave morally
in the future.

In assigning praise, observers evaluate whether the agent appears to possess the right sort of
motivations for acting morally and to predict that they will cooperate and behave trustworthily in
the future. Emotional expressions and decision speed are proxies for such motivations, but
more direct evidence of an individual’s motivations for a moral decision can likewise influence
praise. Although motives and reasons influence blame and can act as mitigating circumstances
[2], research suggests that praise is more sensitive to mixed motivations than blame. For
700 Trends in Cognitive Sciences, September 2020, Vol. 24, No. 9



Outstanding Questions
How do different cultural contexts
influence praise? How do cultural
norms influence what behaviors are
considered duties? While there is plenty
of work detailing cultural differences in
what is considered moral and immoral,
there is comparatively less work on
the specific nature of how culture
influences praise. For example, cultures
may vary in the norms surrounding how
relationships are established and
maintained, which may then impact the
expression of praise.

What is the developmental trajectory
of making praise judgments? How do
children make praise judgments and
under what conditions do they employ a
similar psychological process to that of
adults? What is the role of different social
environments during development and
expressions of praise?

Based on our proposed theory, praise
judgments should be sensitive to
information relevant to relationship
formation and thus people should
assign more praise to those individuals
who they would like to and could
affiliate with. For example, are people
more likely to praise others with higher
social status, or those that they find
sexually attractive? Are people less likely
to praise individuals that they will never
see again and thus unlikely to build a
relationship with? Additional research
can more fully explore the connection
between praise and information relevant
to relationship formation.

What is the relation between praise and
accompanying reward? While there has
been work on what information is
important for blame and punishment,
there has been less work on praise and
reward. Is reward simply the positively
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instance, information that an agent is behaving morally for immoral (or at least amoral) reasons
reduces attributions of praise. People value prosocial motivations and the absence of motiva-
tional temptation in an agent when praising that agent [97,98]. In some cases, observers attribute
blame to individuals for just thinking negative thoughts [99,100]. Observers also assign less praise
to an agent if the agent receives personal benefit for an altruistic behavior [101], even compared
with not having performed the moral behavior at all [102], unless the personal benefit is emotional
[97]. In addition, observers assume selfish motivations on the part of a moral agent and assign
less praise if the agent brags about public prosocial behavior [103].

The amount of effort exerted in performing either amoral act or an immoral act can similarly serve as
a signal about an agent’s underlying character [68], because effort is assumed to reflect the relative
importance of the goal to the agent [104–108]. Individuals are likely to infer goals when observing
effortful behavior [109] and greater effort exerted by an agent leads to stronger inferences about the
goals of that agent [110,111]. This tendency to infer goals from effort can be observed in young
children [112]. Moral praise is also more likely to be given to agents whose prosocial behavior
was effortful and lacked ease [113] (although this sensitivity to effort only emerges later in develop-
ment [114]) and for acts that are judged as extraordinary (compared with simply ordinary [115]) and
exceeded their obligations and duties [116]. Similarly, acts that are costly, or that require sacrifice
for others, are judged as more morally heroic and praiseworthy [117,118].

Concluding Remarks
Moral praise, we have argued, is a psychological response that, like other forms of moral judgment,
serves a particular functional role in establishing social bonds, encouraging cooperative alliances,
and promoting good behavior. Through this lens, seemingly perplexing asymmetries between
judgments of blame for immoral acts and judgments of praise for moral acts can be understood
as consistent with the relative roles, and associated costs, played by these two kinds of moral
judgments. While both blame and praise judgments require that an agent played some causal
and intentional role in the act being judged, praise appears to be less sensitive to these features
and more sensitive to more general features about an individual’s stable, underlying character
traits. In other words, we believe that the growth of studies on moral praise in the past few years
demonstrate that, when deciding whether or not doling out praise is justified, individuals seem to
care less on how the action was performed and far more about what kind of person performed
the action. We suggest that future research on moral attribution should seek to complement
the rich literature examining moral blame by examining potentially unique processes engaged in
moral praise, guided by an understanding of their differing costs and benefits, as well as their
potentially distinct functional roles in social life (see Outstanding Questions).
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