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Human Preferences of Sycophantic Behavior in Language Models 
 
Sycophantic behavior—such as excessive flattery or agreement, even at the expense of 
truth—is a growing concern in language models. Despite the urgency and 
pervasiveness of this issue, little is known about how humans perceive and evaluate 
such behavior. Across a series of studies, we examine human preferences for 
sycophantic versus non-sycophantic model outputs. In Study 1, we measured the gap 
between participants’ considered preferences (what users say they prefer when given 
time and information) and their unconsidered preferences of sycophantic behavior. In 
Study 2, participants evaluated responses across normative contexts and situational 
stakes, finding greater preference for sycophantic responses in low-stakes and 
reassurance-seeking contexts. In Study 3, participants interacted with sycophantic and 
non-sycophantic models and reported their preferences, trust, and willingness to use 
each model in future interactions. Together, these studies characterize sycophancy as a 
context-sensitive interactional behavior with implications for trust, reliance, and decision 
making in human-AI interactions. 
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