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What a Growth
Mindset Really Is
Beyond the slogans — what the research actually says

A growth mindset is the belief that your abilities, intelligence, and emotional capacities can 
develop through effort, strategy, and good support. A fixed mindset assumes those 
qualities are largely set. The distinction sounds simple. The implications shape how you 
meet every challenge, mistake, and adversity in your life.

Where the Idea Comes From

Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck developed the framework over four decades of research, originally 
describing it as “implicit theories of intelligence.” Her studies showed that students who believed 
intelligence could grow approached challenges differently from those who saw it as fixed — they persisted 
longer, used more strategies, and recovered more readily from setbacks.

Subsequent work by Dweck, David Yeager, Jeni Burnette, and others extended the framework beyond 
intelligence to traits like personality, emotional regulation, and even relationship capacity. The 2019 
National Study of Learning Mindsets, following 12,000 students across 65 schools, found that a brief online 
intervention shifted achievement for lower-performing students — though the effect was modest and 
depended heavily on the surrounding environment supporting the new beliefs.

Honest framing: recent meta-analyses (Macnamara & Burgoyne, 2023) have rightly pushed back on early 
claims of large universal effects. The current scientific consensus is more measured: mindset matters, 
especially for people facing real challenges, and especially when the surrounding context supports the 
belief that growth is possible. It is not magic; it is one important variable among several.

“The view you adopt for yourself profoundly affects the way you lead your life.”  —  Carol 
Dweck
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Two Mindsets, Side by Side

Fixed Mindset Growth Mindset

“If I have to try, I must not be smart/good 
enough.”

“Effort is how the brain actually changes.”

A mistake means I am a failure. A mistake is information about what to adjust.

I avoid challenges that might expose me. Challenges are the conditions under which I grow.

Feedback feels like an attack on who I am. Feedback is data I can use, separate from my 
worth.

Other people’s success threatens me. Other people’s success teaches me what is 
possible.

My traits are who I am, end of story. Who I am is in motion, shaped by what I practice.

Important Nuances Often Missed

01  It is not about positivity.  —  Growth mindset is not the belief that everything will work out. It is the 
belief that you can learn from how things actually went.

02  Most of us are mixed.  —  Dweck herself emphasizes that everyone holds both mindsets, in different 
domains, at different times. The work is noticing which one is showing up.

03  Effort alone is not the point.  —  “Just try harder” is fixed-mindset advice in disguise. Growth mindset 
asks: what new strategy, support, or feedback do I need?

04  Context matters more than slogans.  —  Posters on a wall do not change mindsets. Environments that 
genuinely reward learning, struggle, and revision do.

Your abilities are not a verdict. They are a starting point.
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