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We all want our children to feel good about themselves, 
to believe that they can accomplish anything they put 
their minds to and to feel special. However, we want so 

much to encourage our children that sometimes we just throw out 
praise unconsciously, lavishly and, even worse, undeservedly. 

A series of studies by Carol Dweck at Columbia University shows 
the negative effects of certain types of praise. In a study of fourth 
graders, Dweck gave a simple test to the students. When they fin-
ished, they were given their scores and a single line of praise. Half 
were praised for their intelligence (“You must be smart at this”) and 
half were praised for their effort (“You must have worked really 
hard”). Then the students were given a choice between an easier 
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and a more difficult puzzle for the second round. Of the children 
who were praised for their effort, 90 percent chose the more dif-
ficult one whereas the majority of the children praised for intel-
ligence chose the easy one forgoing the more challenging work.

In another study done by Dweck with fifth graders, the chil-
dren were given a test designed for a much higher grade level 
and were expected to fail. The researchers found that students 
who had been praised for the effort assumed they simply hadn’t 
focused hard enough whereas the students praised for their intel-
ligence assumed they weren’t really smart at all. When they were 
given a second round of tests, the group praised for their effort 
improved by 30 percent and the group praised for intelligence 
actually did 20 percent worse than they had on the original test.

Dweck’s studies speak to the importance of parents focus-
ing on process over outcome as well as the perils of praise. Ac-
cording to Dweck, “emphasizing effort gives a child a variable 
they can control. They come to see themselves as in control of 
their success.” She believes that labeling a child “smart” doesn’t 
prevent her from underperforming. It actually may create it. 
Children who are given the “smart” label become so concerned 
with keeping that image that they are not willing to take a risk 
or experience failure, which is so important to learning.

Me, Me, Me!
There is rising concern from experts that all this unmerited 

praise is creating a generation of narcissists. A 2006 study that 
administered the Narcissistic Personality Inventory to more than 
16,000 college students found that two-thirds had above aver-
age scores, which is 30 percent higher than a similar sampling 
taken in 1982. When children who are accustomed to receiv-
ing praise and are rewarded constantly enter the work force 
they are in for a rude awakening. As a result, they are likely 
to have trouble performing and ultimately keeping a job. 

Praise That Helps
All this research doesn’t mean that we should stop praising our 

kids altogether. To go to the opposite extreme can be just as detri-
mental. The key for parents is to give thoughtful praise that reflects 
awareness of your child’s accomplishments and efforts. I recom-
mend parents endeavor to give their praise the following qualities:

• Be specific.
• Emphasize the effort, not the outcome.
• Be genuine and believable.
Children need to have parents mirror positive yet accurate 

reflections of who they are. We owe it to our kids not to pay 
lip service to them by giving false compliments. Often parents 
resort to saying things they don’t believe to be true because 
they don’t want their child to feel bad; but an important part 
of developing resilience is coping with disappointment.

Dr. Jenn is a licensed Marriage, Family and Child Therapist in private practice. She is 
the author of the Los Angeles Times bestselling book The A to Z Guide to Raising Happy 
Confident Kids. Her “Dr. Jenn” column won the prestigious Parenting Publications of 
America award in Parenting and Child Development. She has appeared as a psychologi-
cal expert on hundreds of television shows including The Oprah Winfrey Show, The 
Today Show, and The Tyra Banks Show. Dr. Jenn lives in Los Angeles with her husband 
and twin daughters. For more information on Dr. Jenn go to: www.DoctorJenn.com. 

Instead of Try

Good girl! That was great how you put one hand in front of 
the other and crawled! 

You’re so smart. You must have worked really hard to get such a 
good grade.

You’re a great 
baseball player.

It was great how you didn’t give up even when 
you struck out. That must have been difficult.
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