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“Why waste time proving over and over how great you are, when you 
could be getting better? Why hide de!ciencies instead of overcoming 
them? Why look for friends or partners who will just shore up your 
self-esteem instead of ones who will also challenge you to grow? 
And why seek out the tried and true, instead of experiences that will 
stretch you? The passion for stretching yourself and sticking to it, even 
(or especially) when it’s not going well, is the hallmark of the growth 
mindset. This is the mindset that allows people to thrive during some 
of the most challenging times in their lives.” (Dweck, 2006, p.9) 

The term ‘mindset’ refers to implicit theories you may possess about human 
characteristics or abilities (Murphy & Dweck, 2016) which can be situationally 
activated or directly altered (Nussbaum & Dweck, 2008). Implicit theories 
alter how an individual leads their life, how they think and view the world and 
ultimately their life experiences.  Incremental theorists, aka those with a growth 
mindset, possess the belief that individuals have the capacity to learn and 
develop a particular characteristic or ability and that an individual’s true potential 
is unknown (Dweck, 2006). Possessing this mindset enhances motivation as 
an individual believes they can improve their ability through increased e"ort 
(Murphy & Dweck, 2016). Individuals with a growth mindset are driven by the 
desire to learn and increase their mastery over a particular skill or ability (Erdley 
et al., 1997). During such learning, failures are seen as part of the learning process 
and as such individuals are more willing to make mistakes and appear foolish in 
order to achieve their goal of learning (Blackwell Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007). 

In contrast, entity theorists believe that one’s characteristics or abilities are 
relatively !xed and therefore cannot be learned; this is also referred to as a !xed 
mindset. Individuals demonstrating such a mindset will often feel the need to 
prove themselves over and over again in order to ful!l the expected behavioural 
requirement and appear successful. Indeed, they may go to extreme lengths to 
achieve this, through behaviours such as cheating (Blackwell et al., 2007) and 
cutting corners (Murphy et al., 2016).  They are driven by and oriented towards 
performance goals and the favourable judgements from others which are based 
on their level of competence or ability (Blackwell et al., 2007; Erdley et al., 1997). 
If they cannot achieve their goals, or be successful in terms of gaining favourable 
judgements from others, it may result in defensive behaviours to hide their 
perceived failure (Hong, Chiu, Dweck, Lin, & Wan, 1999), or enforce the belief 
that they are an incompetent individual and thus decrease con!dence (Dweck, 
1999). Finally, it is worth noting that for an individual with a !xed mindset, 
e"ort is seen as a sign of weakness - this combined with their concern about 
being and looking good means that they will never ful!l their potential (Dweck, 
2009). The following paragraphs detail mindset research in the education and 
organisational context.

Prepared by: Hannah Prince, Business Psychologist



Mindset research informed report

www.insights.com© The Insights Group Ltd, 2016. All rights reserved. NPS_ID_001_enGB_Growth Mindset Research Information Document

Education

Research regarding mindset was ignited by the work of Carol Dweck within 
the realms of education. In 1998 Meuller and Dweck discovered that di"erent 
types of praise foster di"erent mindsets, which lead to di"erent performance 
outcomes.  Following successful completion of a relatively simple problem 
solving task, !fth grade students were given praise either regarding e"ort or 
their ability. They were then presented with a challenging task, which all students 
performed poorly on. Finally they were faced with problem solving challenges 
which were similar to the original set of tasks. Students who received feedback 
regarding e"ort, i.e. those who had developed a growth mindset, saw the 
challenge as a cue to work harder and therefore increased their performance in 
the !nal task. However, students who received feedback relating to ability, i.e. 
those who developed a !xed mindset, viewed their failure during the challenging 
task as a lack of ability, and therefore performed worse in the !nal task. Research 
further suggests that children’s mindset can be altered via intervention strategies 
and that when children adopt a growth mindset academic performance and 
motivation is enhanced over time, compared to those who do not undergo an 
intervention to adopt a growth mindset (Blackwell, et al., 2007).

Organisational mindset

“An organizational mindset is the shared belief of 
people within a group that human attributes (like 
intelligence or personality) are !xed and relatively 
stable or, instead, malleable and expandable.”
(Murphy & Dweck, 2010, p.131)

Organisations adopt a particular mindset which is embedded within their norms 
and values and ultimately de!nes their culture. This may further in#uence 
employee mindset and as a result their behaviour, motivation and experience. 
Research suggests that employees who perceive their organisation to have a !xed 
mindset report less trust, a weaker commitment to the organisation as well as 
perceived unethical behaviours such as cutting corners and cheating, compared 
to employees who perceive a growth mindset within their organisation (Murphy et 
al., 2013). Furthermore, organisational mindset may alter how companies behave 
following failure; those with a !xed mindset may demonstrate behaviours such as 
stonewalling, denying or covering up failures, in order to maintain their perceived 
image. 

Organisations with a growth mindset, however, will be more likely to accept the 
blame, publicly announce that they will get to the root cause of the issue and 
resolve it (Hoyt et al., 2011). Indeed, this premise is supported by neuroscience 
research which suggests that ,in the aftermath of setbacks, individuals with a 
growth mindset focus more on feedback in order to correct mistakes, whereas 
individuals adopting a !xed mindset focus more on the regulation of negative 
emotions (Mangels, Butter!eld, Lamb, Good, & Dweck, 2006).

Murphy and Dweck (2016) propose that mindsets can alter how individuals and 
organisations accept product changes as well as in#uence intergroup perception 
and experiences. The authors use a product manager as an example of how mindset 
in#uences behaviours. A product manager with a !xed mindset may typically adopt 
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performance goals and will likely hinge their professional success on the immediate 
success of the product, and their self-worth on the level of praise given regarding 
performance. For this particular manager, a high level of e"ort equates to a lack of 
ability and therefore e"ortless success is most rewarding. These factors combined 
may result in short-cuts being taken and too few test iterations occurring. In 
comparison, a manager with a growth mindset will more likely pursue learning 
goals, welcome both praise and feedback, and use failure to assist with the learning 
process. For this manager, e"ort is viewed as essential for learning and challenging 
themselves. This highlights how mindset can alter a leader’s behaviour.

Finally, research suggests that individuals with a !xed mindset are likely to form 
very quick judgements about people, and maintain that view even when faced with 
new or contradictory evidence (Dweck, 1999). Whereas individuals with a growth 
mindset are more willing to accept that individual behaviour is malleable with 
e"ort and context, and therefore when an individual’s behaviour is inconsistent 
with their original impression, they will be more willing to notice this and accept it. 
This has severe implications for managers when appraising employee performance. 
For example, three studies conducted by Heslin, Latham, and VandeWalle (2005) 
demonstrate that nuclear power plant managers with a !xed mindset are resistant 
to alter their initial impression of an employee’s performance, whether that be 
negative or positive, compared to managers with a growth mindset.

So why is adopting a growth mindset important?

Synthesising key points taken from the above review on mindset, an 
individual adopting a growth mindset will value passion, learning and 
improvement over and above performance. Consequently, individuals 
do not aim to ‘be the best’ individually in terms of performance, however 
they work to ful!l these values. The idea that you can never stop learning 
and improving means that individuals will continually increase their levels 
of e"ort, using mistakes as a method of learning, which in turn naturally 
results in enhanced performance. The notion that one’s true potential is 
unknown combined with the belief that learning is inde!nite is liberating 
for both individuals and the team they’re part of, as it means that, 
through learning, performance naturally undergoes a cyclical process of 
improvement. During this process, when faced with setbacks, individuals 
will likely focus on feedback regarding how best to improve or correct 
their mistakes, rather than controlling the negative emotional impact of 
failure, as an individual with a !xed mindset would. This, combined with 
their ability to alter their view when confronted with new information, is 
likely to enhance their ability to cope with and adapt to change.
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