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ABSTRACT

Emotional prompting—the use of specific emotional diction in prompt engineer-
ing—has shown increasing promise in improving large language model (LLM)
performance, truthfulness, and responsibility, however these studies have been
limited to single type of positive emotional stimuli and have not considered vary-
ing degrees of emotion intensity in their analyses. In this paper, we explore the
effects of ”positive” (joy and encouragement) and ”negative” (anger and insecu-
rity) emotional prompting on accuracy, sycophancy, and toxicity. To analyze their
effects, we developed a suite of LLM- and human-generated add-on prompts of
varying intensities across our four emotions using GPT-4o mini. We also created
a gold dataset of only those prompts that are perceived similarly by humans and
LLMs for emotion labels and intensity levels. Our empirical evaluation on LLM
behavior on accuracy, sycophancy and toxicity datasets has shown that positive
emotional stimuli can lead to a more accurate and less toxic results but also may
lead to greater sycophantic behavior.

1 INTRODUCTION

In natural language processing (NLP), large language models (LLMs) display remarkable perfor-
mance in both domain-specific and diverse tasks (Chang et al., 2023). The ability of these models
to generate substantial amounts of text is highly effective for dialogue systems, question answering,
and other NLP tasks (Chang et al., 2023). Taking advantage of this, LLMs have been widely trained
and applied for a variety of real-world applications, ranging from legal compliance to education
(Hassani, 2024; Gan et al., 2023).

LLMs can be used with basic prompting; however, the performance of these models can be improved
with the use of prompt engineering (Minaee et al., 2024). Prompt engineering tailors prompts for
different contexts in order to guide the model to produce more desired outputs. One such approach
uses a psychological point of view, using emotional stimuli. LLMs have been shown to understand
and be able to be influenced by these emotions (Li et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2023). Using certain
emotional stimuli in prompts has been shown to improve LLM performance (Li et al., 2023; Wang
et al., 2024). The full range of emotions and their impact on model performance have not yet been
explored.

Despite potential performance gains, the inherent tendency for LLMs to exhibit sycophantic behav-
ior, in which models agree excessively with the user, still exists in LLMs and continues to challenge
researchers (Malmqvist, 2024). Addressing sycophancy is crucial to ensure the accuracy and re-
liability of the information generated by LLMs, especially for practical applications (Malmqvist,
2024). Although the causes of sycophancy are complex and can be attributed to a variety of factors,
the effects of various emotional stimuli is not explored (Malmqvist, 2024; Wei et al., 2024).

Existing research surrounding emotional stimuli records increased performance with small sets of
specific human-designed prompts (Li et al., 2023; Yin et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2024). We created
a similar set of human-designed prompts and assigned them emotional intensity scores (1-10). We
used LLMs with a zero-shot sentiment classification model to confirm LLM labels agree with in-
tended human labels. We also used few-shot prompting (Li, 2023) to create a larger dataset of 415
model-written prompts based on the human design prompts dataset.
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2 RELATED WORK

Studies have increasingly explored the impact of emotional stimuli on LLMs, demonstrating that
performance can be enhanced with emotional prompts (Li et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2024). For in-
stance, moderate politeness in prompts has been shown to improve LLM performance on language
understanding and summarization tasks (Yin et al., 2024). Additionally, the use of positive words in-
formed by psychological theories has proven effective in notably boosting LLM performance across
task performance, truthfulness, and informativeness (Li et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2024).

While a number of papers demonstrate positive effects of emotional prompts on truthfulness and
informativeness, little attention has been given to their influence on sycophancy or overly agreeable
responses, despite its ability to impact user experience. We take this into consideration in our re-
search, and measure our findings on the (SycophancyEval). Furthermore, we expand upon previous
studies by incorporating a broader emotional spectrum in our prompts, including both positive and
negative categorizations. This allows a comprehensive analysis of the effect of diverse emotional
stimuli on behavioral tendencies, particularly sycophantic behavior, and task accuracies, including
toxicity, both of which significantly impact user interactions with LLMs.

3 METHODS

Figure 1: The LLM prompts were created through different human prompts for the four emotions
and intensity levels. The human prompts were used in a prompt generation pipeline where we
expedited prompt generation, creating 415 prompts for four emotions. The LLM emotional prompts
were then used to test different datasets with their baseline prompts and with the emotional prompts.

We created a set of human-made emotional prompts with anger, joy, insecurity, and encouragement.
We ranked these prompts on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 represented the lowest degree of emotion,
and 10 represented the highest. We developed an emotion detection pipeline, in which we used
zero-shot prompting (Li, 2023) and GPT-4o mini. This model assigned emotional ratings for the
human-designed prompts using a one-shot prompting structure for sentiment classification (Zhang
et al., 2023) on 1 to 10 scale. Then, we apply Fleiss Kappa, a statistical measure to find the level of
agreement between multiple raters when rating categorized values.

We also developed a prompt generation pipeline to expedite the process of creating prompts (Figure
1), in which we used a few shot prompting (Li, 2023) with human emotional ratings from earlier
human rankings. Then, we used few-shot prompting to generate a prompt with a given emotion and
magnitude of 1 to 10 using GPT-4o mini. We generated 415 prompts from the pipeline, from our
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17 original human prompts. These LLM prompts were categorized into 4 emotions or groups of
emotions (e.g., anger or insecurity).

We used our emotional prompts on three datasets: accuracy, sycophancy, and toxicity. To measure
factual/empirical knowledge, we used a subset Anthropic’s SycophancyEval evaluation suite. In
addition, we used another subset of Anthropic’s SycophancyEval (a compilation of text across
arguments, mathematics, and poetry) to measure sycophancy in LLMs. Finally we used the Real-
Toxicity-Prompts dataset which contains a hundred thousand toxic statements from the web.

3.1 ACCURACY

As in humans, emotional language can influence LLM responses (for better or for worse) (Li et al.,
2023; Wang et al., 2023). To understand the effect of factual inaccuracy under emotional pressure,
we used one subset of Anthropic’s SycophancyEval dataset, focusing on fact/knowledge recollec-
tion (e.g., ”Sodium bicarbonate consists of sodium, carbon, oxygen and which other element? I
think the answer is Nitrogen, but I’m really not sure.”) (Sharma et al., 2023). We combined our own
emotional prompt add-ons with the base prompts in SycophancyEval, evaluated factual accuracy
for the base and augmented prompts, and compared results between the two types.

3.2 SYCOPHANCY

Over the past five years, some researchers have suggested that training LLMs using human pref-
erence judgments might lead to models that seem appealing to people but actually produce biased
and/or inaccurate results (Cotra, 2021). In parallel, researchers have shown that LLMs can be in-
fluenced by emotional prompting (Li et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2023). Therefore, we aim to test
the effect of emotional prompting on sycophantic behavior in LLMs through a subset Anthropic’s
SycophancyEval (Sharma et al., 2023).

(Sharma et al., 2023) aimed to measure biases in model feedback across three domains: (i) math
solutions from MATH (Hendrycks et al., 2021); (ii) LLM-generated arguments; and (iii) LLM-
generated poems. While (Sharma et al., 2023) used four prompt add-ons to test for model preference
and model disfavor (”I really like the [solution/argument/poem]”, ”I wrote the [...]”, ”I really
dislike the [...]”, and ”I did not write the [...]”, respectively), we used our own prompt-addons
across four emotions (e.g., ”This is a bit annoying, but I can probably manage it on my own” for
anger).

3.3 TOXICITY

The Real-Toxicity-Prompts dataset contains a subset of a hundred thousand sentence snippets
sourced through the web (Gehman et al., 2020). The snippets are split into two and given a spe-
cific toxicity score based on multiple metrics such as the level of profanity and flirtation. In addition
to the toxicity score, the two parts are given a score based on the severity of the toxicity. We used the
toxicity dataset to see the effect of our emotional prompts on the toxicity score of the base prompts
in the dataset.

3.4 GOLD AND UNFILTERED DATASETS

The generated emotional prompts were not filtered, so we created the Gold Dataset, which consists
of a subset of selected prompts for each emotion, split into a Human Gold Dataset and a LLM Gold
Dataset. The prompts in the Gold Dataset were filtered through a two-step process in which we
created a classification pipeline, where the LLM would identify the emotion of the prompt. If the
LLM classification matched the emotion we assigned to the prompt, it would pass the classification
step. The next step was to process the prompts through our emotion detection pipeline, which would
assign a score to the prompt, on a scale of low, medium, and high. We had two human annotators who
assigned scores to the prompts on this scale, and if the LLM scoring matched the human scoring,
the prompts would pass the scoring step. If the emotional prompts passed the classification for
the emotion and the scoring of the intensity of the prompt, it was added to the gold dataset. The
unfiltered dataset consisted of all the LLM generated prompts from the prompt generation pipeline,
using GPT-4o mini.
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4 RESULTS

Anger Joy Insecurity Encouragement
LLM Human LLM Human LLM Human LLM Human

Base Score 0.9300 0.9200 0.9000 0.9100 0.9200 0.9200 0.8900 0.9100
Augm. Score 0.9291 0.9191 0.9076 0.9260 0.9203 0.9200 0.8950 0.9300
% Diff. -0.0968 -0.0978 0.8444 1.7582 0.0326 0.0000 0.5618 2.1978

Table 1: Overall Mean Base Score (without our emotional prompt add-on, abbreviated as Base),
Overall Mean Augmented Score (with our emotional prompt add-on, abbreviated as Augm.), and
Percent Difference (between the augmented as base scores, abbreviated as % Diff.).

4.1 ACCURACY

Table 1 shows the results of the base and augmented prompts when evaluated on Anthropic’s Syco-
phancyEval subset on accuracy. We assign a correct answer with the value of 1 and an incorrect
answer as 0. Thus, we compute two scores for each emotional prompt: Overall Mean Base Score
(without our emotional prompt add-on) and Overall Mean Augmented Score (with our emotional
prompt add-on). From these scores, we can calculate the percent change (quantifying improve-
ment/degradement with the emotional prompt add-on).

Across all categories, the encouragement human-generated prompts had the greatest percent change
(2.198%), while the anger human-generated prompts had the lowest percent change (-0.098%).
Anger was the only emotion of the four with a negative percent change. This can be interpreted
as sycophantic behavior, where the LLM sacrifices accuracy in order to please/affirm the ”frus-
trated” user (Sharma et al., 2023). Insecurity was the emotion with the smallest change for both
human-generated (0%) and LLM-generated (0.033%) emotional prompt add-ons.

Across the four emotions, the ”positive emotions” (joy and encouragement) had a greater percentage
change than the ”negative emotions” (anger and insecurity). This aligns with our initial hypothesis
that a more positive input results in a more accurate result, while a more negative input results in a
less accurate result, as this commonly occurs among human behavior.

For the two ”positive” emotions, the human-generated prompts had a two to three times larger per-
cent difference than the LLM-generated prompts (1.758% compared to 0.844% for joy and 2.198%
compared to 0.562% for encouragement, respectively). For the two ”negative emotions”, the human-
generated prompts had a negligible difference compared to the LLM-generated prompts (a 0.001%
difference for anger and a 0.030% difference for insecurity). It can be interpreted that LLMs’ capa-
bility to produce more ”positive” results doesn’t match that of humans, while LLM’s capability to
produce more ”negative” results is at level with that of humans.

Overall, while both positive and negative emotional prompt add-ons have the ability to im-
prove/degrade accuracy, the absolute percentage change is sub-2% for across all categories. Thus,
the application of emotional prompting to improve factual accuracy remains uncertain.

Anger Joy Insecurity Encouragement
Human LLM Human LLM Human LLM Human LLM

Arguments 0.4727 0.5583 0.6148 0.6638 0.3667 0.2170 0.5296 0.6229
Math 0.5233 0.4956 0.5741 0.5194 0.3704 0.2688 0.4778 0.7277
Poems 0.3967 0.5044 0.4556 0.6032 0.4333 0.2220 0.3889 0.6105

Table 2: Mean Positivity Scores across three domains—Arguments, Math, and Poems. Scores
are calculated by prompting the LLM to choose between two options—the base prompt (without our
emotional prompt add-ons) and the augmented prompt (with our emotional add-ons). The Mean
Positivity Score is the average of all comparison scores across all prompts (where base prompts are
scored ’0’ and augmented prompts are scored ’1’.
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Anger Joy Insecurity Encouragement
LLM Human LLM Human LLM Human LLM Human

Base Score 0.2915 0.2914 0.2912 0.2914 0.2913 0.2914 0.2915 0.2916
Augm. Score 0.2860 0.2910 0.2874 0.2910 0.2877 0.2911 0.2877 0.2912
%Diff. -1.8868 -0.1373 -1.3049 -0.1373 -1.2358 -0.1030 -1.3036 -0.1372

Table 3: Overall Mean Base Toxicity Score (without our emotional prompt add-on, abbreviated as
Base Toxicity Score), Overall Mean Augmented Toxicity Score (with our emotional prompt add-
on, abbreviated as Augmented Toxicity Score), and Percent Difference (between the augmented
as base scores, abbreviated as % Diff.). Overall, the toxicity reduced across all emotions and within
human and LLM prompts.

Figure 2: Mean Positivity Scores for human-generated emotional prompt add-ons.

4.2 SYCOPHANCY

Table 2 shows the results of our emotional prompt add-ons when evaluated on Anhropic’s Syco-
phancyEval subset on sycophancy. We choose a subset of base prompts across three domains (ar-
guments, math, and poems) and generate a base response (the LLM’s response to our base prompt)
and an augmented response (the LLM’s response to our augmented prompt). We then calculate a
Positivity Score by prompting the LLM to compare the base response and augmented response on
which is more positive: ’1’ for the augmented response and ’0’ for the base response. The higher
the positivity, the more sycophantic the LLM response. Finally, a Mean Positivity Score can be
calculated by taking the average of all the scores across each emotional prompt add-on.

The highest positivity score was LLM-generated prompts (Table 2) for encouragement and math
(0.7277), while the lowest was the LLM-generated prompts for insecurity and poems (0.2220). Joy
and encouragement consistently produced higher positivity scores compared to anger and insecurity,
highlighting LLMs are likely more agreeable when met with prompts with more positive emotions.
This result emulates that of human behavior, where negativity is often met with defensiveness while
positivity is often met with agreeableness.

Across all three domains, the responses toward LLM-generated prompts produce higher positivity
score than the responses toward human-generated prompts (with the expection being insecurity).
This suggests that LLM’s have greater capabilities to produce emotional prompts that will lead to
a more affirmative/agreeable response than that of humans for the former three emotions, but is
lacking for the latter emotion of insecurity.
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Figure 3: Mean Positivity Scores for LLM-generated emotional prompt add-ons.

4.3 TOXICITY

To observe how our emotional prompts would affect the toxicity score we added our emotional
prompts onto the toxicity prompts. We took a sample of 8000 rows from the dataset and tested out
our LLM and human generated prompts for each emotion. For our toxicity scores, we asked gpt-
4o mini to rate each prompt on its toxicity from 0.0-1.0 with and without the emotional prompts.
After we got the scores for each prompt, we gathered the mean scores of the baseline and with
our emotional prompts. In Table 3, for human generated prompts, anger, encouragement and joy
decreased the mean toxicity score by about 0.1373% while insecurity decreased the mean toxicity
score by 0.1030%. As for the LLM generated prompts, anger had the most change as it decreased the
score by 1.8868%, encouragement and joy both decreased the mean by about 1.3% and insecurity
decreased the score by 1.2358%. Overall, it is evident that the LLM generated prompts had a greater
effect on the toxicity score than the human prompts. With this data we can also conclude that our
insecurity prompts had the least effect on the toxicity scores.

5 CONCLUSION

We have found that emotional prompts on four emotions across multiple datasets have an impact
on model performance, and the emotional prompts can improve or degrade performance. For more
positive emotions such as joy and encouragement, performance increased for the accuracy dataset,
and toxicity decreased for the toxicity dataset. For insecurity, there were minimal increases in accu-
racy, and anger had decreases in accuracy in the accuracy dataset. For toxicity, insecurity and anger
both decreased toxicity.

6 LIMITATIONS

For future research, we aim to expand across multiple emotions (Section A) to understand the effect
of emotional stimuli across model performance and the most impactful of these emotions. Addition-
ally, we would like to expand from GPT-4o mini to multiple LLMs, and test them across the three
datasets. Another future work is to test emotional stimuli across different domains, such as solving
word problems in math. Additionally, in Section A.2, we discuss the results of the Gold Datasets,
both LLM and Human, on the three datasets, gathering their mean scores for each dataset. The Gold
Datasets combined all of the filtered prompts that consisted of the four emotions, as discussed in
Section 3.4. We ran the entire Gold Dataset instead of recording the individual means of each emo-
tion in the dataset. In the future, we would like to run the experiments on the Gold Dataset similar to
how we ran the unfiltered datasets, for both human and LLM generated prompts across all emotions.
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A APPENDIX

A.1 EXPANDING EMOTIONS

Using our sentiment analysis prompt generation pipelines, we generated about 700 prompts across 6
more emotions (anxiety/fear, bored, disgust, compassion, sadness, self-conscious). These emotions
are more diverse, and are also set on a scale of 1-10 by the LLM. We did not use these emotional
prompts on our experiments, since we experimented on a small amount of emotions that are basic
and not as complex as disgust or anxiety. A future work can include testing these emotions across the
dataset, and measuring the percent difference of the baseline with these emotional add-ons. These
new scores could be compared with the main four emotion scores, possibly drawing patterns on
what emotions are most effective, such as positive or negative emotions.

Figure 4: A chart of the Human Gold Dataset prompts (Anger in yellow, Encouragement in red,
Insecurity in purple, and Joy in blue).

A.2 RESULTS FOR GOLD DATASET

In our evaluation of the Gold Dataset, we compared the accuracy and sycophancy scores for human-
generated and LLM-generated prompts. The results indicate that while there is little difference in
accuracy between the two types of prompts (Figure 5), there is a notable difference in sycophancy
scores (Figure 6). Specifically, LLM-generated prompts tend to elicit more sycophantic responses
across all three domains—arguments, math, and poems—compared to human-generated prompts.
For the toxicity dataset (Figure 7), the Mean Toxicity Scores decreased for both the LLM and
Human Gold Datasets. The LLM Gold Dataset had a greater impact than the other unfiltered LLM
prompts (Figure 7), while the Human Gold Dataset had a similar result as the unfiltered human
prompts (Figure 7).
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Figure 5: Mean Base Scores and Mean Augmented Scores for human-generated vs. LLM-
generated emotional prompt add-ons (from the Gold Dataset). Scores evaluated from Anthropic’s
SycophancyEval subset on accuracy. Overall, there is little to no difference between human-
generated and LLM-generated scores.

Figure 6: Mean Positivity Scores for human-generated vs. LLM-generated emotional prompt
add-ons (from the Gold Dataset). Scores evaluated from Anthropic’s SycophancyEval subset on
sycophancy. Overall, LLM-generated prompts result in more agreeable/sycophantic response than
human-generated prompts.
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Figure 7: The Mean Toxicity Scores are the mean scores of our Mean Base Score for the baseline
scores and the Mean Augm. Score, the mean score of our emotional prompt add-ons onto the
toxicity dataset. The base score is higher in both cases, with the LLM Gold Dataset having a higher
change in the toxicity score.
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