Ingratiation

Authored by
mohammad looti

September 29, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). Ingratiation. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved from
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=31117

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=31117
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=31117
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

Ingratiation

Ingratiation

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology, Organizational Behavior, Communication
Studies

1. Core Definition and Nature

Ingratiation is a deliberate and conscious social influence strategy employed by an individual to
enhance their appeal and elicit a positive evaluation or approval from another person, often a
superior or someone whose favor is desired. The fundamental objective of ingratiation is to
increase the target's liking for the ingratiator, thereby facilitating the attainment of various personal
or professional goals. This strategic behavior moves beyond mere politeness or genuine
friendliness; it involves a calculated effort to manipulate perceptions and cultivate a favorable
impression. The underlying premise is that people are more likely to comply with the requests of, or
provide resources to, individuals they perceive positively.

The process typically involves a range of verbal and non-verbal tactics designed to make the
ingratiator appear more attractive, competent, or similar to the target. For instance, an individual
seeking approval might offer sincere-sounding compliments, align their opinions with those of the
target, or provide unsolicited assistance. These actions are not necessarily driven by genuine
sentiment but by an instrumental desire to gain an advantage, whether it be social acceptance,
career advancement, or tangible resources. The effectiveness of ingratiation hinges on its subtle
execution, as overtly manipulative attempts can backfire, leading to suspicion and aversion from
the target.

Crucially, ingratiation is distinct from authentic affinity or rapport-building, though it may mimic
these behaviors. While genuine liking develops organically through shared experiences and mutual
respect, ingratiation is a strategic performance intended to engineer such a positive perception.
The success of this strategy often depends on the ingratiator's ability to maintain an appearance of
sincerity and avoid being perceived as self-serving or sycophantic. It is a nuanced social dance
where the actor attempts to win favor without revealing the underlying instrumental motives.

2. Etymology and Historical Context

The term "ingratiation" originates from the Latin phrase "in gratiam," meaning "into favor" or "for the
sake of." This etymological root clearly points to the core intent of the behavior: to place oneself in
the good graces of another. While the practice of seeking favor is as old as human society itself, its
systematic study as a psychological phenomenon began much later. Early observations of such
behaviors can be found in philosophical and literary works, which often depicted characters
employing flattery and servility to achieve their aims. However, these were typically moral
commentaries rather than empirical analyses.
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The modern academic understanding of ingratiation was largely formalized in the mid-20th century,

particularly with the seminal work of social psychologist Edward E. Jones. His research,
culminating in the 1964 book "Ingratiation: A Social Psychological Analysis,"” provided a
comprehensive framework for understanding the motives, tactics, and consequences of this
influence strategy. Jones and his colleagues were instrumental in defining ingratiation as a class of
strategic behaviors designed to influence the attractiveness of the ingratiator to a target person.
Their work moved the study of ingratiation from anecdotal observation to rigorous experimental
investigation, laying the groundwork for subsequent research in social psychology and
organizational behavior.

Prior to Jones's work, social psychologists had explored related concepts such as conformity,
persuasion, and impression management. However, Jones specifically focused on the distinct goal
of increasing interpersonal attractiveness as a means to an end. His framework provided the
theoretical lens through which researchers could categorize various ingratiatory tactics and
analyze their effectiveness under different situational conditions. This foundational research
highlighted the intricate interplay between self-presentation, social perception, and goal attainment,
establishing ingratiation as a significant area of study within social influence processes.

3. Typology of Ingratiation Tactics

Research in social psychology has identified several distinct tactics that individuals employ when
attempting to ingratiate themselves with others. These tactics are often used in combination and
their effectiveness can vary depending on the context, the target, and the perceived sincerity of the
ingratiator. Understanding these specific approaches provides insight into the nuanced nature of
this social influence strategy.

Flattery and Compliments: This is perhaps the most direct and widely recognized ingratiation
tactic. It involves the verbal or non-verbal expression of positive evaluations of the target person,
their achievements, or their possessions. For instance, praising a superior's intelligence, decision-
making skills, or even their fashion sense. Effective flattery must appear genuine and not
excessive, as insincere or overly enthusiastic compliments can backfire, leading the target to
perceive the ingratiator as manipulative or insincere. The subtlety lies in finding attributes that the
target values and offering praise that seems deserved.

Opinion Conformity: This tactic involves the ingratiator expressing agreement with the target's
attitudes, beliefs, or values, especially on issues that are important to the target. By aligning one's
views, the ingratiator signals similarity and shared identity, which are known to foster liking. For
example, if a subordinate knows their boss holds strong opinions on a particular company policy,
they might vocalize agreement with those opinions, even if their private views differ. This strategy
leverages the psychological principle that people tend to like those who are similar to themselves.
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Rendering Favors: This tactic involves performing acts of kindness or providing unsolicited
assistance to the target person. The favors can range from small gestures, like offering to help with
a task, to more significant contributions. The intention is to create a sense of obligation or gratitude
in the target, making them more amenable to the ingratiator's future requests or more likely to view
them positively. However, favors that are too transparently self-serving or burdensome can also be
counterproductive, leading the target to feel used or suspicious.

Self-Promotion: While seemingly contradictory to modesty, self-promotion in ingratiation involves
strategically highlighting one's positive attributes, accomplishments, or skills in a way that is
relevant and appealing to the target, without appearing boastful. The goal is to make the ingratiator
seem competent, valuable, or desirable to the target. For example, an employee might subtly
mention a past success that demonstrates a skill their manager particularly values, rather than
overtly listing achievements. The key is to weave these self-promotional messages into
conversations naturally, often in response to questions or in the context of discussing work-related
challenges.

Modesty and Self-Deprecation: This tactic involves downplaying one's achievements or abilities,
or even admitting minor flaws, particularly after a successful self-promotional attempt. The aim is to
counteract any potential negative perceptions of arrogance that might arise from self-promotion
and to make the ingratiator appear more humble and approachable. For instance, after receiving
praise, an individual might respond by attributing success to teamwork or luck, rather than solely to
their own efforts. This can make the ingratiator seem more relatable and less threatening,
enhancing their likability.

Emphasizing Similarity: Beyond opinion conformity, this broader tactic involves highlighting
shared characteristics, experiences, backgrounds, or interests with the target. This could involve
mentioning a mutual hobby, a shared alma mater, or similar life experiences. The emphasis on
commonalities helps to establish a bond and foster a sense of connection, which naturally leads to
increased liking and trust. This tactic is particularly effective because people are generally more
inclined to favor those they perceive as "one of us."

4. Motivational Drivers and Antecedents

The motivation behind ingratiation is typically instrumental, driven by a desire to achieve specific
goals that are facilitated by the target's goodwill and positive evaluation. One primary driver is the
pursuit of tangible rewards and resources. In organizational settings, employees may ingratiate
themselves with superiors to secure promotions, salary raises, favorable assignments, or
protection from negative sanctions. The belief is that a liked subordinate is more likely to receive
preferential treatment and opportunities, thus directly impacting their career trajectory and material
well-being.

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=31117
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

Ingratiation

Beyond material gains, ingratiation is also motivated by a fundamental human need for social
acceptance and approval. Individuals may engage in ingratiatory behaviors to gain inclusion in a
social group, to establish friendships, or to enhance their general social standing. This motivation is
particularly salient in new social environments or when one feels vulnerable and seeks to build a
supportive network. The positive feedback and acceptance derived from successful ingratiation
can significantly contribute to an individual's sense of belonging and self-esteem.

Situational factors also act as powerful antecedents to ingratiation. When an individual perceives a
high degree of dependence on a target, or when the target controls resources critical to the
ingratiator's success, the likelihood and intensity of ingratiatory behavior increase. Similarly,
individuals with an external locus of control, who believe that external forces largely determine their
outcomes, may be more inclined to employ ingratiation as a perceived means of exerting influence.
Personality traits such as high self-monitoring, where individuals are adept at adjusting their
behavior to situational cues, also predict a greater propensity for ingratiation.

5. Outcomes and Consequences

The consequences of ingratiation can be multifaceted, affecting both the ingratiator and the target,
as well as the broader social or organizational environment. For the ingratiator, successful
ingratiation can lead to significant benefits. In professional contexts, this often translates into
improved performance appraisals, greater career advancement opportunities, higher salaries, and
stronger relationships with supervisors. Socially, it can result in increased popularity, acceptance
into desired groups, and enhanced personal influence. The positive feedback and reinforcement
received can also bolster the ingratiator's self-efficacy and confidence in their social skills.

For the target of ingratiation, the outcomes are more complex. On one hand, receiving
compliments and favors can be genuinely gratifying, boosting their self-esteem and making them
feel valued. This can lead to a more positive disposition towards the ingratiator and a greater
willingness to reciprocate or grant requests. On the other hand, if the ingratiation is perceived as
insincere or manipulative, the target may develop suspicion, distrust, and resentment towards the
ingratiator. This can damage relationships, lead to a negative evaluation of the ingratiator, and
even result in retaliatory actions, thus underscoring the delicate balance required for effective
ingratiation.

At an organizational level, the widespread use of ingratiation can have mixed effects. While it may
foster positive interpersonal relationships in the short term, excessive or transparent ingratiation
can create a culture of sycophancy, where merit takes a backseat to impression management. This
can lead to feelings of unfairness among employees, reduced morale, and a less productive work
environment if decisions are perceived to be based on personal favor rather than objective criteria.
Conversely, a moderate amount of genuine-seeming ingratiation can contribute to a more
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harmonious workplace by facilitating smoother social interactions and reducing interpersonal
friction.

6. The Ingratiator's Dilemma and Moderators of Effectiveness

A central challenge in the practice of ingratiation is known as the ingratiator's dilemma. This

dilemma arises from the inherent tension between the ingratiator's desire to be perceived as
attractive and sincere by the target, and the target's potential attribution of ulterior motives to the
ingratiator's behavior. The more obvious and self-serving the ingratiatory attempts appear, the less
likely they are to be effective, as they trigger suspicion and negate the desired positive impression.
Conversely, overly subtle attempts might not be noticed or interpreted as genuine liking, thus
failing to achieve the instrumental goal. Navigating this dilemma requires considerable social skill
and an acute understanding of the target and context.

The effectiveness of ingratiation is moderated by several key factors. One crucial moderator is the
target's power and status. Ingratiation is often more effective when directed towards those in
positions of power, as they control desired resources and are often accustomed to receiving
deference. However, high-status targets may also be more attuned to detecting insincerity. Another
significant factor is the ingratiator's perceived sincerity. Tactics that appear genuine are far
more effective than those that seem forced or manipulative. This often depends on the ingratiator's
ability to tailor their approach to the specific target and situation, making their compliments or
agreements seem natural and well-deserved.

Furthermore, the context of the interaction plays a vital role. In formal settings, such as job
interviews or performance reviews, subtle ingratiation might be expected and can be beneficial,
while overt flattery might be seen as unprofessional. Cultural norms also significantly influence
what constitutes acceptable ingratiation; behaviors perceived as polite in one culture might be
considered sycophantic in another. The ingratiator's self-monitoring ability is also critical, as
high self-monitors are more adept at adjusting their behavior to suit social situations, making their
ingratiatory attempts more tailored and thus more effective. Finally, the target's attributions for
the ingratiator's behavior are paramount; if the target attributes the ingratiation to genuine liking,
it will be successful; if attributed to manipulation, it will fail.

7. Ethical Considerations and Criticisms

Ingratiation, by its very nature, raises significant ethical questions regarding sincerity, authenticity,
and manipulation in interpersonal relationships. Critics often argue that ingratiation is inherently
manipulative because it involves intentionally influencing another person's perceptions and feelings
for one's own gain, often without genuine sentiment. This view posits that such behavior
undermines authentic human connection and trust, transforming social interactions into strategic
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games rather than genuine exchanges. The act of feigning agreement or offering insincere praise
can be seen as a form of deception, eroding the foundation of honest communication.

However, others contend that a certain degree of ingratiation is a natural and even necessary
component of social lubrication and polite interaction. They argue that many social courtesies,
such as offering compliments or expressing agreement, serve to make interactions smoother and
more pleasant, even if the underlying sentiment is not always profound. From this perspective,
distinguishing between "manipulative" ingratiation and "socially skilled" ingratiation becomes a
matter of degree and intent. When used in moderation and without malicious intent, some forms of
ingratiation might simply be considered part of effective impression management and relationship
building, particularly in professional contexts where displaying respect and appreciation is valued.

The debate often revolves around the fine line between strategic influence and ethical conduct.
While extreme forms of ingratiation, such as persistent sycophancy or deceitful flattery, are
generally condemned, more subtle and context-appropriate forms might be tolerated or even
expected. The ethical implications are particularly acute in situations of power imbalance, where
subordinates may feel pressured to ingratiate themselves with superiors to ensure their survival or
advancement, potentially leading to a culture where merit is overshadowed by personal favoritism.
This highlights the need for organizations and individuals to foster environments that value
authenticity and meritocracy over superficial impression management.

8. Cross-Cultural Variations

While ingratiation is a universal human phenomenon, its manifestation, interpretation, and
effectiveness vary significantly across different cultures. What is considered a polite gesture in one
culture might be perceived as insincere flattery or even disrespectful in another. These variations
are deeply rooted in cultural values, communication styles, and power distance. For instance, in
individualistic cultures, direct praise and self-promotion might be more acceptable, whereas in
collectivistic cultures, modesty and indirect communication are often preferred, making overt
flattery potentially awkward or even offensive.

In high-power distance cultures, where there is a greater acceptance of hierarchical structures and
inequality, ingratiation directed towards superiors may be more common and even expected as a
sign of respect and deference. Subordinates might frequently use formal titles, offer lavish
compliments, or perform personal favors for their bosses without it being seen as overtly
manipulative, but rather as an integral part of maintaining harmonious social relations within the
hierarchy. Conversely, in low-power distance cultures, such behaviors might be viewed with
suspicion, as they could undermine norms of equality and directness.

Furthermore, the specific tactics employed can differ. For example, the emphasis on similarity
might be more effective in cultures that prioritize group harmony and conformity, while direct
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flattery might find more acceptance in cultures that value individual expression and open
appreciation. Understanding these cross-cultural nuances is crucial for individuals operating in
diverse environments, as misinterpreting or misapplying ingratiatory tactics can lead to
misunderstandings, damaged relationships, and failed influence attempts. Effective ingratiation,
therefore, requires not only social skill but also cultural intelligence to adapt one's approach to local
norms and expectations.

Further Reading

Ingratiation - Wikipedia

Ingratiation - Oxford Reference

Ingratiation - ScienceDirect Topics

Jones, E. E. (1964). Ingratiation: A Social Psychological Analysis. Appleton-Century-Crofts.
Wayne, S. J., & Ferris, G. R. (1987). Influence tactics in upward relationships: Effects of power,
credibility, and ingratiation on managerial evaluations. Journal of Management, 13(3), 497-511.

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ingratiation
https://www.oxfordreference.com/display/10.1093/acref/9780199534671.001.0001/acref-9780199534671-e-3941
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/psychology/ingratiation
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=31117
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

