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INTRODU CTION

0 ne day, my students sat me down and ordered me to write this book.
They wanted people to be able to use our work to make their lives bet
ter. It was something I'd wanted to do for a long time, but it became my
number one priority.
My work is part of a tradition in psychology that shows the power of
people's beliefs. These may be beliefs we're aware of or unaware of, but
they strongly affect what we want and whether we succeed in getting
it. This tradition also shows how changing people's beliefs-even the
simplest beliefs-can have profound effects.
In this book, you'll learn how a simple belief about yourself-a belief
we discovered in our research-guides a large part of your life. In fact,
it permeates every part of your life. Much of what you think of as your
personality actually grows out of this "mindset." Much of what may be
preventing you from fulfilling your potential grows out of it.
No book has ever explained this mindset and shown people how to
make use of it in their lives. You'll suddenly understand the greats-in
the sciences and arts, in sports, and in business-and the would-have
beens. You'll understand your mate, your boss, your friends, your kids.
You'll see how to unleash your potential-and your children's.
It is my privilege to share my findings with you. Besides accounts of
people from my research, I've filled each chapter with stories both ripped
from the headlines and based on my own life and experience, so you can
see the mindsets in action. (In most cases, names and personal informa-
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tion have been changed to preserve anonymity; i n some cases, several
people have been condensed into one to make a clearer point. A number
of the exchanges are re-created from memory, and I have rendered them
to the best of my ability.)
At the end of each chapter and throughout the last chapter, I show
you ways to apply the lessons-ways to recognize the mindset that is
guiding your life, to understand how it works, and to change it if you
wish.
A little note about grammar. I know it and I love it, but I haven't al
ways followed it in this book. I start sentences with ands and buts. I end
sentences with prepositions. I use the plural they in contexts that require
the singular he or she. I've done this for informality and immediacy, and
I hope that the sticklers will forgive me.
A little note on this updated edition. I felt it was important to add
new information to some of the chapters. I added our new study on
organizational mindsets to chapter 5 (Business). Yes, a whole organiza
tion can have a mindset! I added a new section on "false growth mind
set" to chapter 7 (Parents, Teachers, and Coaches) after I learned about
the many creative ways people were interpreting and implementing the
growth mindset, not always accurately. And I added "The Journey to
a (True) Growth Mindset" to chapter 8 (Changing Mindsets) because
many people have asked for more information on how to take that jour
ney. I hope these updates are helpful.
I'd like to take this chance to thank all of the people who made my
research and this book possible. My students have made my research
career a complete joy. I hope they've learned as much from me as I've
learned from them. I'd also like to thank the organizations that sup
ported our research: the William T. Grant Foundation, the National Sci
ence Foundation, the Department of Education, the National Institute
of Mental Health, the National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development, the Spencer Foundation, and the Raikes Foundation.
The people at Random House have been the most encouraging team
I could wish for: Webster Younce, Daniel Menaker, Tom Perry, and,
most of all , Caroline Sutton and Jennifer Hershey, my editors. Your ex
citement about my book and your great suggestions have made all the
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difference. I thank my superb agent, Giles Anderson, as well as Heidi
Grant for putting me in touch with him.
Thanks to all the people who gave me input and feedback, but special
thanks to Polly Shulman, Richard Dweck, and Maryann Peshkin for
their extensive and insightful comments. F inally, I thank my husband,
David, for the love and enthusiasm that give

my life an extra dimension.

His support throughout this project was extraordinary.
My work has been about growth, and it has helped foster my own
growth. It is my wish that it will do the same for you.

MINDSET

Chapter I

THE MINDSETS

When I was a young researcher, just starting out, something hap
pened that changed my life. I was obsessed with understanding how
people cope with failures, and I decided to study it by watching how
students grapple with hard problems. So I brought children one at a time
to a room in their school, made them comfortable, and then gave them
a series of puzzles to solve. The first ones were fairly easy, but the next
ones were hard. As the students grunted, perspired, and toiled, I watched
their strategies and probed what they were thinking and feeling. I ex
pected differences among children in how they coped with the difficulty,
but I saw something I never expected.
Confronted with the hard puzzles, one ten-year-old boy pulled up
his chair, rubbed his hands together, smacked his lips, and cried out, "I
love a challenge!" Another, sweating away on these puzzles, looked up
with a pleased expression and said with authority, "You know, I was hop

ing this would be informative!"
Whats wrong with them? I wondered. I always thought you coped
with failure or you didn't cope with failure. I never thought anyone loved
failure. Were these alien children or were they on to something?
Everyone has a role model, someone who pointed the way at a criti
cal moment in their lives. These children were my role models. They
obviously knew something I didn't and I was determined to figure it
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out-to understand the kind of mindset that could turn a failure into
a gift.
What did they know? They knew that human qualities, such as in
tellectual skills, could be cultivated. And that's what they were doing
getting smarter. Not only weren't they discouraged by failure, they didn't
even think they were failing. They thought they were learning.
I, on the other hand, thought human qualities were carved in stone.
You were smart or you weren't, and failure meant you weren't. It was that
simple. If you could arrange successes and avoid failures (at all costs), you
could stay smart. Struggles, mistakes, perseverance were just not part of
this picture.
Whether human qualities are things that can be cultivated or things
that are carved in stone is an old issue. What these beliefs mean for you
is a new one: What are the consequences of thinking that your intelli
gence or personality is something you can develop, as opposed to some
thing that is a fixed, deep-seated trait? Let's first look in on the age-old,
fiercely waged debate about human nature and then return to the ques
tion of what these beliefs mean for you.

W H Y D O P E O P L E D I FF E R?
Since the dawn of time, people have thought differently, acted dif
ferently, and fared differently from each other. It was guaranteed that
someone would ask the question of why people differed-why some
people are smarter or more moral-and whether there was something
that made them permanently different. Experts lined up on both sides.
Some claimed that there was a strong physical basis for these differ
ences, making them unavoidable and unalterable. Through the ages,
these alleged physical differences have included bumps on the skull
(phrenology), the size and shape of the skull (craniology), and, today,
genes.
Others pointed to the strong differences in people's backgrounds,
experiences, training, or ways of learning. It may surprise you to know
that a big champion of this view was Alfred Binet, the inventor of the
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IQtest. Wasn't the IQtest meant to summarize children's unchange
able intelligence? In fact, no. Binet, a Frenchman working in Paris in
the early twentieth century, designed this test to identifY children who
were not profiting from the Paris public schools, so that new educational
programs could be designed to get them back on track. Without denying indi
vidual differences in children's intellects, he believed that education and

practice could bring about fundamental changes in intelligence. Here is
a quote from one of his major books,

Modern Ideas About Children,

in

which he summarizes his work with hundreds of children with learning
difficulties:
A few modern philosophers . . . assert that an individual's intel
ligence is a fixed quantity, a quantity which cannot be increased.
We must protest and react against this brutal pessimism... . With
practice, training, and above all, method, we manage to increase
our attention, our memory, our judgment and literally to become
more intelligent than we were before.
Who's right? Today most experts agree that it's not either-or. It's not
nature

or nurture, genes or environment.

From conception on, there's a

constant give-and-take between the two. In fact, as Gilbert Gottlieb,
an eminent neuroscientist, put it, not only do genes and environment
cooperate as we develop, but genes

require input from the environment

to work properly.
At the same time, scientists are learning that people have more capac
ity for lifelong learning and brain development than they ever thought.
Of course, each person has a unique genetic endowment. People may
start with different temperaments and different aptitudes, but it is clear
that experience, training, and personal effort take them the rest of the
way. Robert Sternberg, the present-day guru of intelligence, writes that
the major factor in whether people achieve expertise "is not some fixed
prior ability, but purposeful engagement. " Or, as his forerunner Binet
recognized, it's not always the people who start out the smartest who
end up the smartest.

6 I

MINDSET

W H AT D O ES A L L TH I S M EA N F O R YO U ? T H E T W O M I N D S ETS
It's one thing to have pundits spouting their opinions about scientific is
sues. It's another thing to understand how these views apply to you. For
thirty years, my research has shown that

the view you adoptfor yourself

profoundly affects the way you lead your life. It can determine whether
you become the person you want to be and whether you accomplish the
things you value. How does this happen? How can a simple belief have
the power to transform your psychology and, as a result, your life?
Believing that your qualities are carved in stone-thefixed mindset
creates an urgency to prove yourself over and over. If you have only a
certain amount of intelligence, a certain personality, and a certain moral
character-well, then you'd better prove that you have a healthy dose of
them. It simply wouldn't do to look or feel deficient in these most basic
characteristics.
Some of us are trained in this mindset from an early age. Even as
a child, I was focused on being smart, but the fixed mindset was really
stamped in by Mrs. Wilson, my sixth-grade teacher. Unlike Alfred Bi
net, she believed that people's IQscores told the whole story of who
they were. We were seated around the room in IQ order, and only the
highest-IQstudents could be trusted to carry the flag, clap the erasers, or
take a note to the principal. Aside from the daily stomachaches she pro
voked with her judgmental stance, she was creating a mindset in which
everyone in the class had one consuming goal-look smart, don't look
dumb. Who cared about or enjoyed learning when our whole being was
at stake every time she gave us a test or called on us in class?
I've seen so many people with this one consuming goal of proving
themselves-in the classroom, in their careers, and in their relationships.
Every situation calls for a confirmation of their intelligence, personality,
or character. Every situation is evaluated:

Will I succeed orfail? Will I look.
smart or dumb? WillI be accepted or rejected? Will Ifeel/ike a winner or a loser?
But doesn't our society value intelligence, personality, and character?
Isn't it normal to want these traits? Yes, but ...
There's another mindset in which these traits are not simply a hand
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you're dealt and have to live with, always trying to convince yourself and
others that you have a royal flush when you're secretly worried it's a pair
oftens. In this mindset, the hand you're dealt is just the starting point for
development. This growth mindset is based on the belief that your basic
qualities are things you can cultivate through your efforts, your strate
gies,

and help from others. Although p eo p le may differ in every which

way-in their initial talents and aptitudes, interests, or temperaments
everyone can change and grow through application and experience.
Do people with this mindset believe that anyone can be anything,
that anyone with proper motivation or education can become Einstein
or Beethoven? No, but they believe that a person's true potential is un
known (and unknowable); that it 's impossible to foresee what can be
accomplished with years of passion, toil, and training.
Did you know that Darwin and Tolstoy were considered ordinary
children? That Ben Hogan, one of the greatest golfers of all time, was
completely uncoordinated and graceless as a child? That the photogra
pher Cindy Sherman, who has been on virtually every list of the most
important artists of the twentieth century, foiled her first photography
course? That Geraldine Page, one of our greatest actresses, was advised
to give it up for lack of talent?
You can see how the belief that cherished qualities can be developed
creates a passion for learning. Why waste time proving over and over
how great you are, when you could be getting better? Why hide defi
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 hall
mark of the growth mindset. This is the mindset that allows people to
thrive during some of the most challenging times in their lives.

A V I EW F R O M T H E TWO M I N D S ETS

To give you a better sense of how the two mindsets work, imagine-as
vividly as you can-that you are a young adult having a really bad day:
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One day, you go to a class that is really important t o you and that
you like a lot. The professor returns the midterm papers to the
class. You got a C+. You're very disappointed. That evening on
the way back to your home, you find that you've gotten a parking
ticket. Being really frustrated, you call your best friend to share
your experience but are sort of brushed of£
What would you think? What would you feel? What would you do?
When I asked people with the fixed mindset, this is what they said:
"I'd feel like a reject." "I'm a total failure. " "I'm an idiot. " "I'm a loser."
''I'd feel worthless and dumb-everyone's better than me. " "I'm slime. "
In other words, they'd see what happened as a direct measure of their
competence and worth.
This is what they'd think about their lives: "My life is pitiful." "I
have no life." "Somebody upstairs doesn't like me." "The world is out to
get me. " "Someone is out to destroy me. " "Nobody loves me, everybody
hates me. " "Life is unfair and all efforts are useless. " "Life stinks.I'm stu
pid. Nothing good ever happens to me. " "I'm the most unlucky person
on this earth. "
Excuse me, was there death and destruction, or just a grade, a ticket,
and a bad phone call?
Are these just people with low self-esteem? Or card-carrying pessi
mists? No. When they aren't coping with failure, they feel just as worthy
and optimistic-and bright and attractive-as people with the growth
mindset.
So how would they cope? "I wouldn't bother to put so much time
and effort into doing well in anything. " (In other words, don't let anyone
measure you again.) "Do nothing. " "Stay in bed. " "Get drunk. " "Eat. "
"Yell at someone if I get a chance to. " "Eat chocolate." "Listen to music
and pout." "Go into my closet and sit there. " "Pick a fight with some
body." "Cry. " "Break something. " "What is there to do?"

What is there to do! You know,

when I wrote the vignette, I intention

ally made the grade a C+, not an F. It was a midterm rather than a final.
It was a parking ticket, not a car wreck. They were "sort of brushed off,"
not rejected outright.Nothing catastrophic or irreversible happened. Yet

