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When | was a young researcher, just starting out, something happened that
changed my life. | was obsessed with understanding how people cope with failures,
and | decided to study it by watching how students grapple with hard problems. So
| 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, | watched
their strategies and probed what they were thinking and feeling. | expected differ-
ences among children in how they coped with the difficulty, but | saw something |
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, | was hoping this would be informative!”

What's wrong with them? | wondered. | always thought you coped with failure or
you didn't cope with failure. | never thought anyone loved failure. They obviously
knew something | didn't and | was determined to figure it out—to understand the
kind of mindset that could turn a failure into a gift.

What did they know?2 They knew that human qualities, such as intellectual 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.

|, 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.

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. At the same time, scientists are learning that people have more capacity for
lifelong learning and brain development than they ever thought. Of course, each
person has a unique genetic endowment. People may start with different tempera-
ments and different aptitudes, but it is clear that experience, training, and personal
effort take them the rest of the way. It's not always the people who start out the
smartest who end up the smartest.

For thirty years, my research has shown that the view you adopt for yourself pro-
foundly 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 psy-
chology and, as a result, your life?

Believing that your qualities are carved in stone—the fixed 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.

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 you're dealt and have to live with, but 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 strategies, and help from
others. Although people may differ in every which way—in their initial talents and
aptitudes, interests, or temperaments—everyone can change and grow through
application and experience.

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 better2 Why hide deficiencies instead of overcoming
them? Why look for friends or partners who will just shore up your self-esteem in-
stead 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.



