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Abstract
IMPLICIT THEORIES OF WEIGHT MANAGEMENT: A SOCIAL COGNITIVE
APPROACH TO MOTIVATION
By Jeni L. Burnette, M.S.
A dissertation proposal submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree
of Doctor of Philosophy at Virginia Commonwealth University
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2006

Director: Jeff Green, Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology

Just as scientists develop general conceptual explanations of the phenomena they
investigate, individuals also develop intuitive theories about such human characteristics
as intelligence, personality, and athletic ability. These theories, unlike scientist’s theories,
are not explicitly articulated or documented, and so they are termed implicit theories.
Implicit theories, in achievement motivation, distinguish between the belief that human
attributes are fixed (entity theory) or malleable (incremental theory) and have been shown
to have far-reaching consequences for motivation, goal-orientations, and regulatory
strategies in an array of domains.

This dissertation extended implicit theories research to the domain of body-weight
management. Drawing from an elaborate theoretical framework on implicit theories and
health behavior research, the present work predicted that (a) individuals differ
systematically in their beliefs about the malleability of body weight and (b) these implicit

beliefs are related to coping and self-regulation strategies following dieting setbacks. To



test these hypotheses, I first developed the Implicit Theories of Weight Management
Scale and examined its psychometric properties. Results revealed internal reliability and
convergent and discriminant validity. Implicit theories of weight management were
moderately related to health and dieting locus of control but were distinct from
personality dimensions such as the Big Five and trait optimism. Psychometric properties
of the scale are presented and discussed.

Next, I tested the hypothesis that implicit theories of weight management would
be related to adaptive regulatory strategies (e.g., increased motivation) and to
maladaptive coping (e.g., avoidance) following dieting setbacks and that this relation
would be mediated by feelings of helplessness and optimism, and by attributions. Results
largely supported these conjectures, revealing that even after controlling for constructs
related to successful dieting (e.g., dieting self-confidence, trait self-control), believing
more strongly that weight is changeable was related to lower reported use of avoidance
when coping with setbacks and more effort. Additionally, feelings of helplessness and
optimism mediated the implicit theories-self-regulatory relations.

Results are discussed in terms of how implicit theories create the structure in
which meaning is assigned to events and are therefore important for achievement and

motivation. Implications and avenues for future research are presented.



Introduction

Body weight management is a serious concern in the United States as the number
of people who are obese or overweight continues to increase at a rapid pace. The World
Health Organization (WHO) states, “obesity is a complex condition, one with serious
social and psychological dimensions that affects virtually all age and socioeconomic
groups and threatens to overwhelm both developed and developing countries.” WHO’s
statistics suggest that 54% of adults in the United States are overweight (a body mass
index > 25) and 22% are obese (a body mass index > 30; Hill & Peters, 1998). Other
sources report that as many as 25% of the children in the United States are either
overweight or obese (Flega, Carrol, Kjczmarak, & Johnson, 1998). In light of the
distressing increase in the percentage of overweight Americans and increasing obesity
worldwide, what can be done to help curb the obesity epidemic?

The answer to this question is consequential because achieving a healthy weight
can help reduce the risk of developing many chronic diseases including diabetes and
cardiovascular disease (Jung, 1997). People who are overweight are more likely to suffer
both physical and mental health problems, and experts rank obesity as a key factor in the
rise in health care costs (Doll, Petersen, & Stewart-Brown, 2000; Seidell, 1995). Yet,
despite the personal and societal benefits associated with a healthy weight, people

frequently fail to effectively manage their weight. Why? Weight management, similar to



other health behavior, is not easy and requires a great deal of persistence and motivation
in the face of obstacles. There are a variety of theoretical approaches that could be used
to understand successful weight-loss maintenance. For example, personality traits, social-
cognitive beliefs, and health models that combine social, environmental, and behavioral
predictors have all been used to predict related health outcomes. Examples of personality
variables that influence health behaviors include trait self control (Ferguson & Spitzer,
1995; Schroder & Schwarzer, 2005), cognitive restraint (Westerterp-Plantenga, Kempen,
& Saris, 1998), and self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). Individuals with greater self-regulation
ability, restraint, and efficacy have improved performance on health outcomes. Various
psychosocial theories of health behavior have also contributed to understanding health-
related behaviors including the health belief model (Becker, 1974), social-cognitive
theory (Bandura, 1986) and theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991). These models
explain behavior as a consequence of processes such as perceived threat, cost-benefit
analysis, and formation of behavioral intention. The attributions a person makes for
health outcomes such as dieting lapses also influences ability to reach and maintain a
successful weight (Dohn, Beattie, Aibel, & Striegel-Moore, 2001; Rothman, Salovey,
Turvey, & Fishkin, 2003). Social cognitive beliefs such as health locus of control and
dieting beliefs influence health attitudes and behaviors as well (Stotland & Zuroff, 1990;
Wallston, 2005).

Although the above models and perspectives provide insight into health
behaviors, there is limited research on the role of implicit theories in predicting patterns

of motivation in the domain of weight-management. Therefore, the goal of the



dissertation is to use the implicit theoretical framework to understand motivation to
maintain a healthy weight. A focus on social-cognitive theories has revealed that
knowledge structures can be important predictors of health behaviors (e.g., Bandura,
1998), but one type of social-cognitive belief that has received limited attention in health
domains especially weight management is the construct of implicit theories (Dweck,
2000; Dweck & Molden, 2006). Implicit theories have been shown to be important for
goal setting, achievement, and persistence in array of domains and could also prove
useful in understanding weight management strategies.

In the current dissertation, taking a social-cognitive approach, I extended the
implicit theoretical framework to the domain of weight management, suggesting that
success in managing one’s weight depends, in part, on people’s beliefs about whether
body weight is a fixed entity due to genetics or a malleable trait that can change with
effort. For example, some people might believe “trying to change your natural body
weight is like trying to change your natural eye and hair color. You can't do it because
your natural weight is genetic," whereas other people may believe “exercise, hard work,
effort, and persistence can change my body weight.” The purpose of the current paper
was to examine how these different implicit theories of weight management influenced
regulatory strategies and motivation to control one’s body-weight.

Implicit theories have commonly been defined as schematic knowledge structures
that incorporate beliefs about the stability of an attribute and organize the way people
ascribe meaning to events (Ross, 1989). Implicit theories vary in the degree to which

characteristics are conceptualized as stable (an entity theorist) versus changeable (an



incremental theorist) in specific domains and have been shown to have far-reaching
consequences for motivation (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Dweck & Molden, 2005). They
are termed implicit in that they are not directly articulated or documented.

Individuals hold implicit theories of diverse human characteristics such as
intelligence and personality, and these meaning systems establish the framework in which
motivation ensues. For example, in an achievement domain holding an entity theory
about intelligence (believing intelligence is a fixed trait) leads to ability-focused goal
structures, uncontrollable attributions, and helpless regulation strategies in the face of
failure. In contrast, holding an incremental theory (believing intelligence in malleable)
leads to learning-focused goals, effort attributions, and mastery-oriented regulatory
strategies (Dweck & Elliot, 1983; Hong, Chiu, Dweck, Lin, & Wan, 1999; also see
Dweck, 2000; Dweck & Leggett, 1988).

The (scientific) theory of implicit theories has been extended to understanding
motivation in social perception, relationships, leadership, and exercise. For example, in
the personality domain, those who believe that personality is fixed draw global social
judgments from small samples of behavior and are more likely to be punitive in cases of
undesirable behavior (Erdley & Dweck, 1993; Gervey, Chiu, Hong, & Dweck, 1999).
Recently, the implicit theories research has also been extended to understanding students’
achievement and motivation in exercise. In physical education classes, believing that
ability is a fixed trait leads to lower satisfaction, less effective regulatory strategies, and
greater anxiety (Ommundsen, 2001). The Implicit Theory Approach (ITA) has received

very limited attention in health domains but has revealed similar results. For example,



holding an entity theory about the malleability of substance abuse makes patients
vulnerable to early treatment dropout (Morgenthau, 2001). In another study examining
persistence on an exercise program revealed that individuals induced to hold an
incremental theory as opposed to an entity theory reported greater motivation and self-
efficacy and less negative affect following a failure. In brief summary, across domains in
times of distress, entity theorists are especially vulnerable.

The extension of the Implicit Theory Approach (ITA) to diverse domains
illustrates the generalizability and predictive utility of the model. Implicit theories are an
integral part of people’s motivational systems influencing goal pursuits, attributions, and
persistence. This dissertation extended the implicit theories framework to weight
management to foster a more complete understanding of the processes underlying
motivation to effectively control one’s body-weight. Extending implicit theories to the
domain of weight management could help answer some of the questions regarding how
people set goals and respond to inevitable setbacks.

In extending implicit theories to the domain of weight management, there were
two main aims in the current study. The first goal was to develop the Implicit Theories of
Weight Management Scale and to examine construct, convergent, and discriminant
validity and test re-test reliability. The second aim was to examine how implicit theories
of weight management—the belief that weight is malleable (incremental theory) versus a
fixed trait (entity theory)—affect regulatory strategies and attributions following dieting
setbacks. Research on implicit theories of intelligence suggests that individuals are

especially likely to struggle with motivation within the entity framework due to the



attributions they make and the helplessness they feel in the face of obstacles. In contrast,
holding an incremental view leads to attributions that encourage persistence and mastery-
oriented responses in times of adversity (Hong et al., 1999). The current paper examined
the conjecture that similar patterns of maladaptive motivation would emerge for
individuals who hold more strongly that body-weight is a fixed trait.

In the following sections, I review relevant literature proposing that the Implicit
Theory Approach (ITA) extends past theoretical perspectives to motivation in health
domains and can be used to offer insight into the processes underlying body weight
management. I start with a chronological review of the development of the ITA. Dweck
and her colleagues, who developed the ITA, first investigated whether students had
different strategies for dealing with setbacks using learned helplessness theory to guide
their research. Next, Dweck and her colleagues explored why students use different
strategies when facing challenges. They proposed that the goals individuals pursued led
to divergent responses to failures but later extended this research by incorporating the
notion of implicit theories. After reviewing learned helplessness theory and achievement
goal-theory, I extensively review the ITA focusing on how implicit theories influence
goals, attributions, and regulatory strategies. Additionally, I review how the ITA has been
applied and extended to social perception, leadership, interpersonal relationships, and
athletic ability. After reviewing an array of evidence for the overall ITA, I briefly discuss
control constructs related to engagement in health behaviors to highlight the underlying
notion of perceptions of control and offer evidence for the uniqueness of using implicit

theories to understand dieting motivation.



The History of the Implicit Theory Approach

Why are some individuals able to self-regulate and stay motivated even in the
face of obstacles? For example, when runners first attempted to break the four-minute
mile, what made some men continue to persist even though they were consistently
advised that breaking the barrier was not physiologically possible? Or, what makes
people continue to persist on their weight loss goals in the face of so many environmental
constraints? In the face of goal obstruction, Dweck and her colleagues propose that an
important predictor of persistence is people’s implicit theories or intuitive conceptions
about the stability of human traits (Molden & Dweck, 2006). That is, they propose that
incremental theorists who believe more strongly that reaching their goal (e.g., breaking
the four-minute mile barrier, losing weight) is a matter of effort are more likely to persist
than entity theorists who believe that ability is an innate trait.

Dweck and her colleagues developed the Implicit Theoretical Approach (ITA)
from their work on when failing inspires versus undermines motivation and have used the
theoretical framework for understanding motivation in academic achievement. Dweck
and her colleagues work started with delineating different responses to failures and
moved towards trying to understand why some students react with mastery-oriented
responses and others with helpless responses to challenging situations. The following
sections chronologically examine the progress of the ITA, beginning with a review of
studies on learned helplessness, achievement goal-theory, and attribution theory before

continuing with a review of research on the underlying implicit theories about human



attributes and their impact on attributions, regulatory strategies, and motivational

patterns.

Learned Helplessness and Performance

Early learned helplessness researchers investigated motivation and learning
patterns of animals and humans following uncontrollable events. Seligman and
colleagues initiated much of the early learned helplessness research giving animals either
escapable (could be terminated by a response) or inescapable shocks and later tested the
animals for differences in learning patterns (Overmier & Seligman, 1967; Seligman &
Maier, 1967). Animals in the escapable shock condition demonstrated adaptive learning
patterns, whereas those in the inescapable shock condition failed to learn. The learned
helplessness model was extended from animals to understanding how humans would
respond to challenging situations that seem uncontrollable. Would humans respond to
“hopeless” situations with the same helpless response as animals or would some
individuals surmount the obstacles?

Researchers investigating learned helplessness in humans conducted studies
analogous to animal studies. Typically, researchers exposed people to aversive stimuli
that were inescapable and then tested their performance on tasks that could be mastered.
As with animals, humans who had been in an uncontrollable condition, relative to
participants who had experienced controllable events, often showed debilitated
performance such as slower problem solving and lower achievement (Abramson,
Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978). In support of the theoretical underpinnings of learned

helplessness, researchers demonstrated an interesting extension of the model: cross-



modal learned helplessness. That is, they found that participants transferred their sense of
helplessness from one type of pretreatment (i.e., cognitive task) to a different type of task
(i.e., instrumental--moving a lever to escape a noise; Hiroto & Seligman, 1975). The
learned helplessness approach paved the way for understanding if some individuals
persist in challenging academic settings and others readily resign to helplessness.

Researchers extended the helplessness model to understanding how students
respond to failure in academic achievement. In an early study, Dweck and Reppucci
(1973) discovered that even though students had equal ability and motivation to succeed,
after continued failure the performance and persistence of some students deteriorated.
However, some students moved beyond the helpless response and rose to the challenge
responding with a more mastery-oriented strategy. Dweck and her colleagues identified
the maladaptive pattern as helpless and the adaptive response as mastery-oriented (Deiner
& Dweck, 1978, 1980; Dweck, 1975; Dweck & Repucci, 1973). A helpless approach
involved negative regulatory strategies such as avoiding challenges, negative affect,
decreased self-esteem and a deterioration of performance. In contrast, a mastery approach
was characterized by maintaining effective performance following setbacks, continuing
to seek challenging tasks, and being optimistic about future performance.

Deiner and Dweck (1978, 1980) conducted much of the research distinguishing
reactions between mastery-oriented and helpless-oriented students. Participants were
usually children of middle school age who worked on a task, successfully solving the first
eight problems and then failing to solve the next four. Numerous measurements were

used to capture the exact nature of the regulatory strategies with a focus on affect,
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cognition, and behavior. First, students were asked to verbalize aloud what they were
thinking and feeling. Second, students’ problem solving strategies were monitored to
detect any changes in sophistication. Third, Diener and Dweck (1980) asked students
how well they would do on these kinds of problems if they completed them in the future.

Results suggest, unsurprisingly, as long as students were successful, they used
effective problem solving strategies with no differences between mastery-oriented and
helpless-oriented students in their ability or interest. However, once the students faced
failure, some responded as if they were helpless, whereas others responded positively to
the challenge. Those who responded helplessly attributed failures to personal inability
and took a pessimistic outlook on potential for future success. As for affect, helpless
students became bored with the task and anxious about performance. Additionally, two-
thirds of the helpless students compared to nearly none of the mastery-oriented students
engaged in self-aggrandizing statements unrelated to the task at hand. For example, some
students began to talk about talents in other domains rather than focusing their attention
on succeeding on the current task. In addition to negative cognition and affect, future
performance of the helpless children actually started to deteriorate. In summary, the
helpless children viewed the challenging four tasks on which they did not succeed as
indicative of their inadequacy and as insurmountable. Subsequent deterioration in
problem-solving strategies followed from these feelings of helplessness (Dweck &
Leggett, 1988).

Mastery-oriented children, in contrast, viewed the more difficult problems as

challenges to be mastered through extra effort. Their oral comments were oriented much
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more towards the task at hand rather than self-aggrandizing. Mastery-oriented students
also had a more optimistic attitude saying such things as, “I did it before, I can do it
again.” Not only did many of the mastery-oriented students give a more positive
prognosis, some even seemed to be excited about the challenge. For example, one boy
pulled up a chair and rubbing his hands together exclaimed, “I love a challenge!” (Dweck
& Leggett, 1988). Mastery students were much more likely to focus their energy on
remedies for failures, whereas helpless students focused on the cause—usually attributing
the failure to lack of ability.

Dweck’s early research on different reactions to challenges was conducted in a
laboratory setting with younger children, which brought to question generalizability.
Thus, research examined if the differences in the helplessness and mastery-oriented
approaches were also seen in adults and in classrooms outside of the lab. Results from
more natural settings and with varying age ranges consistently demonstrated that helpless
individuals more readily attributed failure to a lack of ability and felt less optimistic about
future performance than mastery-oriented individuals who focused more on ways to
overcome obstacles (e.g., Brunson & Matthews, 1981; Licht & Dweck, 1984).

In summary, researchers consistently found distinct reactions to failures and
categorized them as adaptive and mastery-oriented or maladaptive and helpless. Two
important aspects of the work on mastery and helpless-oriented responses were the
generalizability of the model and the finding that individuals who adopt helpless
regulatory strategies are equal in ability to individuals who adopt mastery-oriented

approaches (see Dweck 2000 for a review). These provocative findings led researchers to
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question why. Why do individuals respond so differently to setbacks? Why are some
individuals able to regulate effectively and persist?
Achievement Goal Theory

Dweck and her colleagues turned to a new phase of research focusing on goal-
orientations to explain why students with equivalent ability have divergent reactions to
failures. Dweck and her colleagues extended learned helplessness theory by
demonstrating that the goals people pursue greatly influence motivational patterns and
responses to obstacles. Generally, they found that students who adopt helpless learning
strategies were striving to demonstrate their ability. In contrast, mastery-oriented children
wanted to learn, and for them failure provided information about ways to do so more
effectively (Dweck, 1986; Dweck & Elliot, 1983). Dweck and her colleagues termed the
two different types of goals performance and learning goals respectively. The
performance goal is one in which individuals strive to prove their ability, usually as
compared to others. In contrast, the learning goal is one in which individuals are oriented
towards increasing their competence. Dweck and her colleagues, in a number of studies,
discovered that the two goal orientations could be used to predict mastery versus helpless
responses following setbacks.

Elliot and Dweck (1988) experimentally manipulated performance versus
learning-oriented goals to illustrate the causal relation between goals and subsequent
patterns of behavior. They hypothesized that individuals induced to hold a learning goal,
regardless of ability, would be more likely to respond with mastery-oriented strategies,

but individuals induced to hold performance goals would fall into a helpless pattern
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following setbacks. Results from the study were consistent with predictions. Students in
the low ability performance goal condition showed the same maladaptive coping patterns
as helpless children. Inducing goals in these studies demonstrated that giving students
certain goal orientations creates the helpless or mastery responses following setbacks.
Dweck and her colleagues replicated this effect in a study of eighth-grade students in
science classes (Farrell and Dweck, 1984). Additional studies confirmed that students
with learning goals tend to use more adaptive strategies and apply what they have learned
more effectively (Ames & Archer, 1988, Graham & Golan, 1991). For example, students
with mastery goals demonstrated considerably more engagement and efficacy and
continued with a lifelong interest in academia (Vansteenkiste, Simons, Lens, Sheldon, &
Deci, 2004).

In summary, learning goals lead to greater persistence and engagement than
performance goals. But, how do these goals influence achievement prior to outcomes?
Are performance goals detrimental for achievement or just persistence? Studies trying to
answer this question led to more ambiguous results with performance goals often leading
to lower achievement than learning goals but, at times, also leading to equal achievement
(Barron & Harackiewicz, 2001; Elliot & Church, 1997; Grant & Dweck, 2003). The
unclear pattern of results regarding performance goals and achievement led Harackiewicz
and others to explore under what conditions performance goals might be maladaptive
(Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1993).

In trying to understand discrepant results, researchers made an important

distinction between performance approach goals (focus on success) and performance
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avoidant goals (focus on avoiding failure). Performance-avoidant goals were detrimental
for performance and motivation, but performance-approach goals led to successful
outcomes. The utility of the approach-avoidant distinction led Elliot and colleagues to
replace the original dichotomous goal framework with a trichotomous perspective (see
Elliot 2005; Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996). The three posited goal structures were (a)
mastery goals, similar to Dweck’s learning goal, focused on the development of
competence and mastery of tasks, (b) performance-approach goals focused on success
and proving one’s competence, and (c) performance-avoidance goals focused on avoiding
signs of incompetence. Generally, the trichotomous perspective has been adopted for
understanding goals, revealing that mastery goals typically lead to positive outcomes,
performance-approach goals to a reduced set of positive outcomes, and performance-
avoidant goals lead to detrimental performance and motivation (Elliot & Harrackiewicz,
1996).

Achievement goal theory focused on distinguishing between goal-orientations and
predicting subsequent motivation is one of the most prominent theories within
motivational research that continues to generate new studies (Pintrich & Schunk, 2002).
For example, Grant and Dweck (2003) designed five studies to help shed light on
unresolved issues in goal and motivation research. Consistent with past research, learning
goals predicted mastery-oriented responses to hypothetical failure scenarios, greater
intrinsic motivation, and a history of using more adaptive regulatory strategies in
response to past setbacks (Study 4; Grant & Dweck, 2003). Additionally, in a difficult

college course, learning goals predicted greater achievement, improvement over time,
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and better processing of course information (Study 5, Grant & Dweck, 2003).
Performance goals, in contrast, oriented towards validating one’s ability were found in
both Study 4 and 5 to be detrimental to achievement, motivation, affect, and cognition
but only when ability was low.

In summary, research supports the principle that goals are influential for
achievement, subsequent persistence, and motivational patterns (Kasser & Ryan, 1996;
Ryan & Deci, 2000). In an academic achievement domain, vulnerability often ensues
within a performance goal-orientation especially if it is avoidant in nature or ability is
low and the goal is orientated towards proving ability. In contrast, learning goals promote
greater achievement and motivation. Recent research distinguishing between the
performance approach and performance-avoidance goal framework demonstrates the
importance of clearly defining goal structures especially when assessing links to
achievement. Although goal-orientations continue to be explored as an important
predictor of achievement and motivation, Dweck, and colleagues turned their attention to
understanding why some students’ goals are focused on proving ability and others are
focused on the learning process. They proposed that underlying implicit theories, which
distinguish between the belief that attributes are fixed (entity beliefs) versus the belief
that attributes are malleable (incremental theories), establish the general framework in
which goals are adopted and directly and indirectly influence not only achievement but

also affect, cognition, and behaviors.
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Beyond Helplessness and Goals

Learned helplessness and achievement goal theory provided insight into students’
responses to failures. Specifically, the pursuit of different goals influenced achievement,
reactions following failures, and subsequent motivation (see Dweck, 2000; Molden &
Dweck, 2006). If performance goals oriented towards proving ability are not adaptive,
why then do some students adopt these types of goals? Why are some students more
likely to adopt learning goals? Results suggest that differences in goal orientations are not
due to actual ability or interest. What, then, is the driving force behind goal orientations?
Researchers extending goal theory proposed a social cognitive Implicit Theory Approach
(ITA) to foster a more complete understanding of motivational patterns. The ITA focused
on how an individual’s thoughts and beliefs play a key role in goal orientations,
engagement, achievement, and subsequent regulatory strategies. The beliefs were termed
entity or incremental theories, and distinguish between human attributes as fixed or
malleable.

The Implicit Theory Approach: Entity and Incremental Implicit Theories

People form beliefs that organize their world and give structure and meaning to
events in their lives. Although individuals hold beliefs about an array of phenomena,
Dweck and her colleagues found in their investigation of achievement motivation that the
beliefs often converge around two themes: entity and incremental beliefs. The entity
framework holds that a human attribute within a specific domain is a fixed entity. For
example, in the intelligence domain an entity theorist would hold that intelligence is a

fixed trait and not much can be done to change it. In contrast, incremental theorists
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believe in the malleability of human attributes and would agree more strongly that
intelligence can be changed substantially through effort and hard work. The entity and
incremental meaning systems lead people to think, feel, and act differently under similar
situations. Dweck and her colleagues developed the Implicit Theory Approach to explain
how the two meaning systems affect goals, achievement, motivation, and persistence
following setbacks.

The fundamental assumption of the ITA—that individuals vary in their
knowledge structures which in turn greatly influences attitudes and behavior—is common
to several perspectives on human behavior (Ross, 1989). Piaget, for example, suggested
that the development of meaning systems is just as important as logical thinking in
shaping behavior (Piaget & Garcia, 1991). Similarly, Kelly (1955) suggested that, “man
looks at his world through transparent templates which he creates and then attempts to fit
over the realities of which the world is composed" (pp.8-9). Dweck and her colleagues
built on the theoretical tradition that assumes people hold beliefs about the world, which
in turn guide behavior. Specifically, they suggested that people hold self-theories about
the nature of ability in specific domains and that these theories are used to navigate goals,
motivation, and self-regulation following setbacks.

Dweck and her colleagues examined the implications of implicit beliefs in their
studies of the relationship between conceptions of intelligence and motivational patterns
in academic achievement. Dweck’s Implicit Theory Approach (ITA) suggests that
differences in goals, attributions, and motivational strategies originate in people’s implicit

theories about the nature of ability (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). In the following sections, I
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review several programs of research that have revealed the importance of individuals’
implicit theories in predicting motivational strategies in not only academics but also
social perception, relationships, and sports. During the review, a number of points should
be kept in mind. Across a range of studies and diverse populations, research repeatedly
revealed that (a) entity and incremental theories were endorsed equally, (b) people can
hold different theories depending on the domain (e.g., intelligence versus personality), (c)
regardless of domain consistent predictions emerged and most importantly, (d) neither the
entity nor incremental theory were linked to people’s ability, education, or cognitive
complexity (Molden & Dweck, 2006).
Implicit Theories and Intelligence

Dweck and her colleagues found clear differences in how students reacted to
failures in an academic setting. Some students seemed helpless, others persevered. They
also found that some students pursued goals focused on learning and others on
performance outcomes. Why? Was it because of different perceptions about the nature of
ability? To answer these questions, Dweck and her colleagues undertook an analysis of
the psychological mechanisms that caused different reactions. Specifically, they proposed
the ITA which identified students as either having an entity framework in which
intelligence is considered to be a fixed trait or as having an incremental framework in
which intelligence is considered a malleable trait. In a number of studies using diverse
methods and participants, Dweck and her colleagues found consistent support for their
model. Students who held incremental beliefs differed significantly from entity theorists

on goal orientations and achievement (see Dweck, & Leggett 1988). Additionally,



19

implicit theories directly and indirectly influenced affect, cognition, and performance-
regulation strategies under aversive circumstances.

Implicit theories and goals. In early work, Dweck and her colleagues assessed
how entity and incremental frameworks influenced goal orientations and subsequent
achievement. For example, students who more strongly agreed with the statement,
“smartness is something you can increase as much as you want” were significantly more
likely to adopt learning goals than students who endorsed more strongly the idea that how
smart you are stays pretty much the same (Bandura & Dweck, 1985). Additionally,
students who endorsed an incremental theory chose tasks that were challenging and
presented opportunities for growth, whereas, entity theorists chose tasks that were not too
hard so that errors could be avoided. Results consistently revealed that an incremental
theory led to learning goals, whereas an entity theory led to performance goals. These
results emerged in both elementary students and junior-high school students (Dweck,
2000).

In cross-cultural work with Hong Kong college students, researchers confirmed
the link between implicit theories and goals. Researchers investigated if implicit theories
about the malleability of ability influenced students’ engagement in an English
proficiency class. Researchers chose this criteria variable because virtually all courses
required proficient English to do well. Students who were already proficient in English
did not choose to take the course, but how did students with low ability respond? Entity
theory students with low ability were no more likely to take the English proficiency class

than students who had high ability and did not need the class. However, incremental
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theorists with low ability were interested in taking the course. The differences in patterns
of behavior lend support to the idea that entity theorists with low ability avoid
confronting their deficiencies.

Researchers also investigated the causal relation between goals and theories. Is it
that goal orientations lead people to hold certain beliefs or do implicit theories cause
students to adopt different goals? To test this question, researchers manipulated implicit
theories by creating two passages for fifth grade students to read that emphasized either
the entity or incremental theory (Dweck, Teeney, & Dinces, 1982). The passages used
prominent figures with notable achievements to illustrate the theories. For example, one
passage noted that Albert Einstein had not always done well in school. Additional neutral
passages distracted students from the purpose of the study. Students then chose between a
performance-oriented and a learning-oriented task. As predicted, students in the entity
condition chose tasks that might make them look smart over learning tasks. In contrast,
students in the incremental condition chose tasks that could help them master the subject.

Dweck and her colleagues also manipulated college students’ theories of
intelligence to show the causal link between implicit theories and goal orientations
(Dweck, 2000). These studies used Psychology Today type articles to manipulate the
students’ theories. After reading the passages indicating that intelligence was either fixed
or malleable, under the disguise of a reading comprehension test, students took a
nonverbal ability test. Half of the students were assigned to a failure condition and the
other half to a successful condition before assessing the likelihood of signing up for a

tutorial that could increase performance. The aim was to see if manipulated theories
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interacted with performance feedback to predict task choice. Of the students who were
given success feedback, 73% of those induced to hold an incremental theory and 60% of
those induced to hold an entity theory were interested in taking the tutorial—a non-
significant difference. However, students in the incremental condition who received
failure feedback continued to be interested in the tutorial (73%) compared to students in
the entity condition who received failure feedback (13%; Hong et al., 1999).

In summary, results from studies investigating implicit theories and goal-
orientations suggested that students who most needed help within the entity framework
were the ones mostly likely to avoid it. That is, students with low ability who thought
intelligence was a fixed trait chose less challenging tasks and avoided remedial action. In
contrast, an incremental belief led students to adopt more adaptive regulatory strategies.
In summary, research on implicit theories of intelligence demonstrated relations between
implicit theories, goals, and motivation to take remedial action.

Implicit theories, goals, and achievement. Dweck and her colleagues continued to
explore the role of implicit theories in motivation proposing that holding an entity theory
can also lead to decreases in performance during challenging times. Researchers
conducted studies during the vulnerable time of transitioning into junior high school
hypothesizing that entity theorists would start to show a helpless response, anxiety about
performance, and decrements in achievement as obstacles arose (Henderson & Dweck,
1990). At the beginning of the seventh-grade school year, Henderson & Dweck (1990)
measured students’ confidence in their ability, their implicit theories, and their

anticipated strategies for dealing with setbacks. The researchers then compared the grades
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received on the students’ seventh-grade report cards to their sixth-grade report cards. As
predicted, students entering the more challenging seventh-grade with an entity framework
demonstrated a marked decline in performance. In this study, entity theorists with high
confidence also showed declines in performance. In contrast, incremental theorists
improved their class standing regardless of their earlier reported confidence. The results
reveal that students’ theories about the controllability of intelligence are more strongly
related to achievement than prior ability or confidence.

Leondari and Gialamas (2002) recently used path analysis to explore relations
between implicit theories of intelligence, goal orientations, perceived competence, and
school achievement. The research extended past implicit theories and goals research by
including work avoidance goals in addition to performance and learning goals. The
results revealed consistent findings: incremental theorists were more oriented towards
learning goals than entity theorists. Additionally, implicit theories did not directly relate
to achievement. However, as the underlying assumptions of the implicit theory model
predicts, implicit theories were indirectly related to achievement via goal orientations.
Learning and performance goals were positively related to achievement but avoidance
goals were negatively related to achievement.

The results from Leondari and Gialamas’ work (2002) differ slightly from Dweck
and her colleagues’ proposition that performance goals are always detrimental and point
to the importance of clearly defining goals structures (see Elliot, 2005 for review). In
certain contexts, both performance and learning goals can lead to higher achievement.

Additionally, when examining the influence of implicit theories on achievement, it is
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critical to note that implicit theories rarely directly impact performance but rather may do
so indirectly through goal structures. In summary, research on the links between implicit
theories of intelligence, goals, and achievement revealed provocative findings. An entity
framework is both related to and causes students to orient themselves towards
performance goals, which often leads to decrements in performance especially if the goal
is avoidant in nature. In contrast, an incremental theory leads to mastery-oriented
pursuits and greater achievement. Dweck and her colleagues, building on the research
linking implicit theories, goals, and achievement continued to examine how implicit
theories impact motivation processes. One area they examined was whether implicit
theories influence the meaning assigned to effort in reaching goals.

Implicit theories and effort. Imagine working consistently to solve an anagram or
crossword puzzle. You work diligently for hours finally solving the majority of the
problems. Do you feel unintelligent because it required so much effort or do you feel
smart because your hard work led to successfully solving the problems? According to the
ITA, the answer to this question depends on your belief about the malleability of
intelligence. Leggett and Dweck (1986) assessed implicit theories and then measured
whether effort was viewed as positive or negative. As predicted, entity theorists agreed
more strongly with statements that indicated that working hard on something means you
are not good at it. Students within the incremental framework held the opposite belief of
effort and agreed significantly more with statements indicating that effort is something

that lets you realize potential.
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The link between implicit theories and perceptions of effort was replicated with
college-age students revealing consistent results (Mueller & Dweck, 1997). Additionally,
to demonstrate the causal relation between theories and beliefs about effort, Hong and
colleagues induced either an entity or incremental theory (Hong et al., 1999). Results
suggest that an entity theory causes students to view effort as a measure of ability but an
incremental belief causes students to see effort as something that can lead to reaching
their goals. If every time effort is required, ability is called into question then tackling
difficult tasks can be especially threatening for entity theorists. How do entity theorists
handle these situations? Rhodewalt (1994) demonstrated that entity theorists withhold
effort when they confront a difficult task by procrastinating or not studying very hard for
a test (see also Midgley, Arunkumar, & Urdan, 1996). This self-handicapping strategy
(Berglas & Jones, 1978) was most often used to preserve the belief that one could have
done well if one had tried harder. However, this avoidant approach can be self-defeating
and hinder long-term goals (Zuckerman, Kieffer, & Knee, 1998).

Dweck and her colleagues demonstrated that implicit theories influence not only
goals and achievement but also impact the amount of effort expended in trying to reach
goals. Although the original work of Dweck and Legget (1988) established implicit
theories as predictors of goals and goals as important indicators of achievement and
reactions to failures, recent research has modified this view a bit. Specifically in
predicting performance regulatory strategies, research indicates that implicit theories
more consistently predict attributions which in turn more strongly predict reactions to

setbacks. For example, Erdley and colleagues found that students with an entity theory
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made more ability attributions than did incremental theorists regardless of goal condition
(Erdley, Cain, Loomis, Dumas-Hines, & Dweck, 1997). When predicting reactions
following failures, merging the implicit theory framework with attribution theory has
proved useful. Specifically, Dweck and her colleagues building on learned helplessness
and attribution theory, proposed that implicit theories influence regulatory strategies and
that this relation is due in part to the attributions entity and incremental theorists make
following a failure situation.

Implicit theories, attributions, and regulatory strategies. In goal-setting domains,
people inevitably face challenges and the explanations they make following setbacks sets
the stage for future performance and motivation. After failing why do some people make
ability attributions and others effort attributions? How do these different explanations
affect persistence and self-regulation? The first question was one that the Implicit Theory
Approach (ITA) tackled suggesting that different implicit beliefs lead to varying
explanations following setbacks. The second question is one that attribution researchers
had already answered. The long-standing literature on attribution theory had consistently
demonstrated that attributions are important predictors of regulatory strategies (e.g.,
planning ways to be motivated, seeking advice, trying new strategies).

Attribution Theory

Attribution researchers have long recognized the explanations people make for
performance as mediators of reactions to setbacks (Weiner, 1985). For example, people
who tend to blame failure on stable and uncontrollable explanations are more at risk for

helplessness and maladaptive regulatory strategies (Brown & Seigal, 1988; Peterson &
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Seligman, 1984). Attributions to uncontrollable sources led to poor performance, reduced
persistence, and helplessness. When individuals interpreted a setback as uncontrollable,
depression and reduced effort often followed. In contrast, individuals who explained
challenging events in optimistic more controllable ways reported better health and were
more successful in school and in their careers (Dweck, 2000; Snyder, Irving, &
Anderson, 1991). Additionally, attributions to more unstable and controllable sources
such as effort led to increased motivation and more adaptive strategies for overcoming
obstacles (Forsyth, 1986; Weiner, 1985).

The evidence, then, is unambiguous that attributions are central to motivation and
play a key role in performance regulatory strategies. However, the attributional approach
does not delineate why some individuals focus their explanations on more unstable
controllable attributes and others focus on more uncontrollable stable attributes as the
reason for declines in performance. An attribution framework also does not capture
important individual differences in motivational processes such as what people are trying
to achieve. Attribution theory, unlike the implicit theoretical framework, does not address
the belief systems or cognitive frameworks that people hold that may influence
explanations for events (Hong et al., 1999). To address these issues, Dweck and her
colleagues proposed that implicit theories establish the meaning system that guides goals
and motivation prior to outcomes and also influences attributions and subsequent

regulatory strategies following performance feedback.
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Beyond Goals and Attributions

The Implicit Theory Approach (ITA) suggests that it is people’s underlying
cognitive frameworks about what effort and ability mean that are important for predicting
attributions and motivational patterns following setbacks. The ITA extends attribution
research by going beyond merely asking which individuals are more or less inclined to
make certain attributions and with what consequences (Molden & Dweck, 2006). That is,
the implicit theories perspective is concerned with why individuals make controllable
versus uncontrollable attributions, whether these attributions are focused on ability versus
effort, and ~ow motives are affected by the ways in which people give meaning to their
experiences.

Additionally, the ITA is unique in that it articulates the meaning people assign to
different attributions. Attribution theory delineates a causal variable like ability as stable
and uncontrollable and others like effort as unstable controllable. However, the implicit
theoretical perspective suggests that the crucial thing for understanding future behavior
and regulatory strategies is what these explanations mean for the individual. If a person
blames lack of ability for a failure but sees ability as something that can be developed,
then this will lead to a different outcome than if the person holds an entity framework and
thinks ability is fixed. For example, if an individual blames their ability for failing a test
and believes that intelligence is an innate fixed trait, then their future attributions, affect,
and motivation will be in accordance with this belief. The ITA suggests that some people

see ability as acquirable and others see it as fixed. Implicit theories influence not only
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which attributions a person is likely to make but also what these explanations mean for
future behavior.

Extending attribution theory, the Implicit Theory Approach (ITA) offers an
overall theory of motivation by articulating the underlying cognitive mechanisms that
causally influence what goals are pursued, why they are pursued, and what explanations
and subsequent behaviors ensue when individuals fail to reach their goals. I have already
reviewed the causal links between implicit theories, goals, and achievement
demonstrating that entity theorists pursue performance goals which often lead to
decreases in performance. In contrast, incremental theorists pursue learning goals which
often fosters achievement. Additional research has indicated the importance of implicit
theories for predicting cognition and behavior following setbacks. Specifically, Dweck
and her colleagues found links between implicit theories, regulatory strategies, and
attributions. For example, in an early study by Henderson and Dweck (1990), students
responded to questions about their attributions for poor grades in school. Entity theorists
were much more likely to blame ability, to doubt their own competence, and to become
anxious about school. On the other hand, incremental theorists were more likely to
consider effort and situational determinants in explaining their poor performance.
Implicit theories not only influence which attributions are used to explain failure but also
directly and indirectly influence regulatory strategies.

In three studies, Hong and colleagues demonstrated that implicit theories led to
different attributional styles which in turn predicted the likelihood of using effective

regulatory strategies following setbacks (Hong et al., 1999). Study 1 demonstrated a
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direct link between implicit theories and attributions. Students with an incremental theory
took setbacks to mean, “I didn’t study hard enough” or as an indication that they had not
adopted an effective studying strategy. In contrast, students with an entity framework
interpreted setbacks using ability focused attributions such as, “I am not good at this
subject.” Study 1 illustrated the importance of implicit theories in establishing the
framework in which negative events are interpreted.

The second study tested the link between implicit theories and regulatory
strategies following failures. An incremental framework led to more effective regulation.
Specifically, compared to an entity framework, an incremental belief led to more
remedial action. Study 3 tested whether attributions mediated the relation between
implicit theories and remedial action. In Study 3, researchers manipulated implicit
theories using Psychology Today type articles that presented compelling cases for either
the entity or incremental belief of intelligence to demonstrate causal links with responses
to setbacks (Bergen, 1991). Ability was also manipulated to test if implicit theories
predicted different attributional tendencies and responses to success versus failure.
Consistent with Study 2, students in the entity condition who needed remedial action
were much less likely to take it than incremental theorists who also needed the tutorial.
To test the effect on attributions, a Theory (entity versus incremental) X Feedback
(positive versus negative) X Attribution (effort versus ability) analysis was conducted.
The implicit theory main effect was significant for effort attributions and was qualified
by an interaction of theory and feedback. Whether students were in the condition in

which they needed the tutorial or in the condition where they had received positive
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feedback, attributions did not differ. However, as in Study 1, when students were given
failure feedback and induced to hold an incremental theory, they made stronger effort
attributions than entity theorists. Differences in ability attributions were not significant.
In support of the main tenet of Study 3, results suggested that effort attributions mediated
the effects of implicit theories on mastery-oriented regulatory strategies when students
face challenging or failure situations.

In summary, according to the Implicit Theory Approach, an entity versus an
incremental belief of intelligence orients an individual to focus on different goals and
different explanations and responses to failures. Dweck and her colleagues have
established a model in which implicit theories create the motivational framework in two
key areas: (a) an individuals’ pursuits prior to outcomes and (b) explanations for failures
and subsequent behavior (see Table 1).

Table 1

Underlying Implicit Theory Predictions in the Academic Achievement Domain
Motivational Patterns as a Function of Theory

Theory Goals Effort Attribution __Regulatory Strategy

Entity Performance Negative Ability Helpless
View

Incremental Learning Positive Effort Mastery
View

Specifically, within the academic achievement domain, entity theorists more often
choose goals and tasks oriented towards proving their ability which can lead to decreased

performance. In contrast, incremental theorists are more likely to choose learning goals
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oriented towards mastering a subject or gaining knowledge and skills which can lead to
increased performance. Following negative outcomes, entity theorists are more likely to
make ability attributions which often lead to less effective regulatory strategies. In
contrast, incremental theorists make effort attributions which leads to mastery-oriented
strategies for dealing with setbacks.

Researchers, considering the influential findings of implicit theories in an
academic achievement domain, extended the Implicit Theory Approach (ITA) to a variety
of novel areas. Dweck and her colleagues mostly extended the model to self and person
perception and stereotypes. Knee extended the model to motivation in interpersonal
relationships (Knee, 1998). Additionally, researchers have extended the ITA to other
achievement domains such as leadership and sports.

Implicit Theories, Self-Judgment, and Social Perception

Dweck and her colleagues, building on research in the academic domain,
demonstrated that implicit theories about self-attributes predicted judgments and
subsequent affect and behavior. Holding an entity theory of one's own personality led
individuals to focus on self-judgment and to attribute global, negative traits to oneself in
the face of rejection. In contrast, holding an incremental theory led individuals to focus
their attention on evaluating situational constructs as reasons for rejection and resulted in
less stable attributions (Benenson & Dweck, 1986; Chiu, Hong, & Dweck, 1994; Erdley
et al., 1997; Goetz & Dweck, 1980).

In one study, Goetz and Dweck (1980) had students try out for a pen-pal club. To

become part of the club, students had to write a sample letter that was evaluated by a pen-
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pal club representative. Children received “rejection” feedback by being told that the
representative was not sure yet about them joining the club, but they should try again.
The researchers compared the changes made from the first letter to the second letter
(written after rejection feedback was received) to see how students responded to social
rejection. Some students included new information and friendly overtures in their revised
letters but others left their letter basically the same. Similar to patterns of results in an
academic achievement domain, researchers found a link between the likelihood of
tackling the challenge of a new letter and the attributions made for the social rejection.
Students who blamed the rejection on personal inabilities took the more helpless response
by not revising their letters. In summary, implicit theories about the malleability of one’s
personality predicted attributions which in turn predicted strategies for handling negative
feedback (Erdley et al., 1997).

Implicit theories and perception of others. Implicit theories create the framework
for processing information and making inferences about not only the self but also impact
perceptions of other people (Dweck, Chiu, & Hong, 1995a; Dweck, Hong, and Chiu,
1993; Murphy & Medin, 1985; Plaks, Grant, & Dweck, 2005; Ross, 1989; see also
Heider, 1958; Kelly, 1955). For example, entity theorists who believe personality to be
fixed, were more prone to judge personality attributes as important predictors of future
behavior and more readily inferred global traits from limited behavior. Entity theorists
also expected trait-consistent behavior over time and across situations (Hong, 1994).
Incremental theorists who believe personality to be malleable, in contrast, perceived

people based on the dynamics of the behavior rather than just the underlying personality
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traits (for reviews, see Levy, Plaks, Hong, Chiu, & Dweck, 2001; Plaks, Levy, Dweck, &
Stroessner, 2004).

Even when a situational attribution was readily available, entity theorists were
more likely to make global trait inferences from behavior. For example, Erdley & Dweck
(1993), showed elementary school children a film of a young boy, who was new to
school and trying to make a good impression. After watching the young boy in a series of
somewhat negative behaviors, the children evaluated the boy on a number of traits. The
video continuously stressed the situational pressures on the boy, yet entity theorists made
global attributions such as the boy is “bad or “nasty.” Another study demonstrated that
entity theorists, compared to incremental theorists, were more likely to use trait or trait-
relevant information to make predictions about future behavior (Erdley & Dweck (1993).
In summary, entity theorists believed more strongly that even a single behavior was
indicative of a person's character and expected a higher level of consistency in behavior
across varying situations than incremental theorists.

In using implicit theories to predict person-perceptions, researchers also explored
if the patterns of results emerged cross-culturally as well. Chiu and colleagues (Study 4)
demonstrated that Chinese students did not differ from American students in the degree
to which they endorsed an entity versus an incremental theory of personality (Chiu,
Dweck, Tong, & Fu, 1997). Additionally, for both American and Chinese students,
holding an entity theory was positively related to participants indicating that behaviors
were representative of underlying personality. Researchers not only illustrated that

implicit theories of personality influenced judgment cross-culturally but also revealed a
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causal link between implicit theories and dispositional judgments (Chiu et al., 1997;
Study 5). Participants induced to hold an entity theory made stronger predictions about
behavior on the basis of personality traits compared to participants induced to hold an
incremental theory.

Gervey and colleagues extended this research by examining how trait-relevant
information influences the decision-making and social perception of entity and
incremental theorists in jury cases (Gervey et al., 1999). Specifically, participants
reviewed a fictitious murder case and made judgments about the defendant including
guilt and innocence. Because entity theorists are more inclined to focus on traits in
understanding social actions, whereas incremental theorists are more likely to incorporate
mediating psychological or situational processes, Gervey and colleagues proposed that
entity theorists would pay attention to different information in a transcript of a simulated
murder trial. Results supported their proposition demonstrating that entity theorists
focused more on dispositional information such as a person’s interests, clothing, and
appearance to make their verdict decisions than did incremental theorists. In summary,
implicit theories of personality established a framework for individuals to make decisions
about others.

Considering the research suggesting that entity theorists believe that traits are
indicative of future behavior, it is not all that surprising that entity theorists also endorse
more stereotypes (Levy & Dweck, 1999; Levy, Stroessner, & Dweck, 2001). Over a
dozen studies conducted by Levy and her colleagues have shown that students at the

college and grade-school age who hold an entity theory were more likely to stereotype.
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This is true for novel groups, existing groups, and whether the stereotype is positive or
negative (Dweck, 2000). For example, in one study, students holding an entity theory
more strongly agreed that stereotypes about ethnic groups were truly representative.
Entity theorists also tended to see groups as more homogeneous and extended
information about groups to a variety of traits (Levy & Dweck, 1999).

Research on implicit theories and stereotyping continued to expand with a focus
on whether theories affect only cognition or also lead to discriminating behaviors. Entity
theorists were also more likely to act on their stereotypes. In one study, grade-school
children were asked if they wanted to get to know novel groups after being given either
mostly positively or mostly negative information. Not surprisingly students wanted to
meet and get to know the children in the positive group and most did not want to meet the
students in the negative groups. However, what was interesting is that entity theorists
were especially eager to meet the positive students and especially reluctant to meet the
negative group (Levy et al., 1998) in comparison to incremental theorists.

Although past research has established a link between implicit theories and
stereotyping, the causal relation was unclear. To test if holding an entity theory causes
stereotyping, students were induced to hold either an incremental or entity theory of
personality and then after working on unrelated tasks, completed an assessment of
stereotyping. Students were presented with a number of different ethnic groups and
careers and asked to rate each group on a variety of traits. Students in the entity condition
were significantly more likely to agree with stereotypical traits than students in the

incremental condition (Levy et al., 1998). Research on students from diverse
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backgrounds and ages suggests that within an entity framework stereotypes are more
easily incorporated into judgments and behaviors than for incremental theorists who
appear to see variability within groups.

In the achievement domain, implicit theories influence goals, performance, and
cognition, affect, and behavior following setbacks. In social judgments, implicit theories
greatly impact the degree to which dispositional inferences are drawn, whether an
individual is punished or found to be guilty, and whether students endorse stereotypes
and act accordingly. In summary, patterns of results that support the underlying implicit
theoretical model emerge when implicit theories are applied to social perception. The
ITA has been used to understand motivation in academic achievement, social
perceptions, and stereotyping revealing the predictive utility of implicit theories.
Research continues to expand the domains in which implicit theories can be applied.
Implicit Theories and Relationships

A new and rapidly expanding literature demonstrates the importance of
individuals’ implicit theories in the domain of romantic relationships (Franiuk, Cohen, &
Pomerantz, 2002; Knee, 1998; Ruvolo & Rotondo, 1998). Individuals vary in the degree
to which they subscribe to (a) destiny beliefs, which refer to the degree to which they
believe that romantic relationships are or are not meant to be, and (b) growth beliefs,
which refer to the degree to which they believe that relationships can benefit from the
effortful resolution of challenges and obstacles (Knee, 1998; Knee, Patrick, & Lonsbary,
2003). (Franiuk and colleagues, 2002, refer to similar implicit theories, respectively, as

“soulmate” beliefs and “work-it-out” beliefs.) Destiny beliefs and growth beliefs have
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been shown to greatly impact motivation within interpersonal relationships (Knee, 1998;
Knee, Nanayakkara, Vietor, Neighbors, & Patrick, 2001; Knee et al., 2003; Knee,
Patrick, Vietor, & Neighbors, 2004). However, implicit theories of relationships often
work through other relevant relationship variables in predicting outcomes. (for a review,
see Knee & Canevello, in press).

Within romantic relationships, research suggests an individual’s evaluation of
their relationship (e.g., closeness to the partner) and of their partner (e.g., similarity to
one’s ideal partner) tends to interact with destiny beliefs but not growth beliefs in
predicting relationship outcomes. For example, strong destiny theorists who positively
evaluate the relationship or the partner exhibit especially positive outcomes (e.g., greater
relationship persistence and satisfaction), whereas those who evaluate them negatively
exhibit especially negative outcomes (Franiuk et al., 2002; Franiuk, Pomerantz, & Cohen,
2004; Knee, 1998; Knee et al., 2001, 2004; Ruvolo & Rotondo, 1998). Additionally,
destiny theories when coupled with other vulnerable relationship situations (e.g., anxious
attachment, partner perception) led to lower forgiveness and higher tendencies to break-
up the relationship (Finkel & Burnette, 2005; Knee 1998).

Results from research on implicit theories of relationships are consistent with
findings regarding implicit theories in achievement domains. Within an entity (destiny)
framework when things are good (e.g., partner is ideal) satisfaction is likely. However,
when conflict or obstacles arise (e.g., anxious attachment) the entity framework leads to

vulnerability (e.g., decreased relationship satisfaction, lower forgiveness).
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Implicit Theories, Leadership, and Management

Researchers also explored if implicit theories could be generalized to leadership
and management in organizational behavior. In one study, Gorenflo-Gilbert (1999)
proposed that implicit theories about what makes leaders successful would influence
motivation and achievement in a leadership-training course. Cadets at a military academy
completed measures of implicit theories of leadership, goals, attributions, and projections
for future success as a leader. Additionally, the relation between implicit theories, goal
orientations, and achievement were assessed. In contrast to Dweck and her colleagues’
model (Dweck & Leggett, 1988), implicit theories of leadership did not influence goal
orientations and did not interact with perceived ability to predict attributional patterns.
The prediction that individuals with low ability would do better on achievement within
the learning goal orientation was partially supported. However, both cadets with
performance and learning goals did well in the leadership-training course (Gorenflo-
Gilbert, 1999).

In a similar study on implicit theories of management skills, Tedesco (1999)
assessed the relations among implicit theories, ability, goal-orientations, and
achievement. As predicted, there was a significant relation between implicit theories and
goal orientations. However, learning goals did not lead to greater task enjoyment or
achievement compared to performance goals. This finding could be due to untested
moderations such as perceived ability or to operationalizations of goal orientations. Wood
and colleagues have also looked at implicit theories in organization behavior and

management (Tabernero & Wood, 1999; Wood & Bandura, 1989; Wood, Phillips, &
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Tabernero, 2002). In one study, participants induced to hold an entity theory about the
required managerial skills showed a progressive decrease in efficacy, adopted less
challenging goals, and demonstrated a reduction in efficiency across trials. Participants in
the incremental group were able to maintain efficiency and adopt adaptive strategies
across trials resulting in a higher level of organizational performance (Wood & Bandura,
1989). In another study by Wood and colleagues, groups were established with either
three entity or three incremental theorists and were given a managerial task to complete.
As the task became more difficult, the entity group blamed their ability and luck, whereas
the incremental group used reasoning to overcome obstacles (Wood et al., 2002).
Researchers also recognized differences between the groups in terms of communication.
The members of the incremental group were more likely to state openly their ideas and
opinions and focused more easily on the task. The entity group, in contrast, focused on
unnecessary information and was less likely to disagree (Wood et al., 2002).

These studies suggest that implicit theories often influence goal orientations,
which in turn may predict achievement. Additionally, many of the same factors (e.g.,
attributions) that mediate the effects of implicit theories on performance in other
achievement domains influence organizational behavior strategies as well.
Implicit Theories and Athletic Ability

In addition to applying implicit theories to business, researchers have also
extended implicit theories to the athletic achievement domain. Individuals can hold
implicit theories about whether athletic ability is a fixed entity or something that can be

developed. To test how implicit theories of ability influence goals and achievement,
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Buford (2004) used 89 professional golfers to assess relations among implicit beliefs
about athletic ability, athletic goal orientations, and performance outcomes. Results
revealed that implicit theories influenced goal orientation but did not actually impact
achievement.

Implicit theories of athletic ability have also been shown to be important for
motivation for students in physical education classes. Similar to the pattern of results
found in the intelligence achievement domain, Ommundsen (2001) found that a fixed
belief in ability was positively related to self-handicapping, whereas an incremental
theory was negatively related to self-handicapping. Additionally, believing that athletic
ability was a fixed trait was especially detrimental when ability was low. The implicit
theory subsequent behavior link was mediated by goal orientations such that task or
learning goals led incremental theorists to cope more effectively. Ommundsen (2001)
extended this research by exploring how implicit theories influence affective responses to
physical education. Holding an entity theory led to more anxiety and less satisfaction
regardless of perceived ability.

Additionally, research revealed that implicit theories of ability influence self-
regulatory behaviors in physical education. Self-regulatory strategies include measures
of elaboration strategies, effort regulation, and adaptive help-seeking. Biddle and
colleagues (Biddle, Wang, Chatzisarantis, & Spray, 2003) found that implicit theories
influence goal orientations, affect, and self-regulatory behaviors. Consistent relationships

emerged between implicit theories and regulation strategies demonstrating that
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encouraging an incremental view of ability in physical education classes could be
valuable due to its tendency to lead to adaptive regulatory strategies.

Does believing that some people are just natural athletes versus believing that
others are not “cut-out” to exercise influence motivational strategies? Research with
adults suggests that these beliefs about exercise ability cause subsequent persistence on
an exercising task. Participants were induced to hold an entity or incremental belief about
athletic coordination and then watched an exercise video, first experiencing success
before being faced with a challenge. Consistent with the social-cognitive ITA,
participants induced to hold an entity theory reported lower motivation, less efficacy, and
more negative affect during the challenging portion of the video than incremental
theorists (Kasimatis, Miller, & Marcussen, 1996).

In summary, implicit theories in the domain of athletic ability yielded patterns of
results consistent with the implicit theory meaning systems approach. Students’ implicit
theories of athletic ability predicted goals, affect, cognition, and behavior. Specifically,
holding an incremental theory led to learning goals, more positive affect, and adaptive
regulation compared to holding an entity theory.

Synthesis

Dweck and her colleagues propose using an Implicit Theory Approach (ITA) to
explain motivational processes in achievement domains. Specifically, they suggest that
implicit theories establish the framework that guides goals and performance and creates a
meaning system in which explanations and regulatory strategies occur following

setbacks. The ITA distinguishes between beliefs about human traits as malleable or fixed.
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Within an academic achievement domain, individuals who hold an incremental belief
(changeable) are more likely to pursue endeavors to learn or master a skill, attribute
failure to effort, exhibit more adaptive regulatory strategies, and be more optimistic about
future behavior. In contrast, individuals adopting the entity theory (fixed) are more likely
to pursue performance goals, attribute failure to ability, use avoidant and maladaptive
regulatory strategies, and to have negative future expectations. Extending the original
research in the domain of academics, implicit theories have been successfully applied to
understanding motivation and behavior in the domains of self and person perception,
relationships, leadership, and athletics (see Table 2).

In summary, the Implicit Theories Approach demonstrates how beliefs about the
malleability of personal attributes are strongly linked to people’s motivational systems
influencing goals prior to outcomes and affect, cognition, and behavior following
setbacks in pursuing goals. Dweck and her colleagues have demonstrated that the distinct
meaning created by different implicit theories can have profound effects in a variety of
domains of psychological research. As Harackiewicz & Elliot (1995) proclaimed,
“...Dweck et al.’s implicit theories model has the potential to make a major contribution
to theory and research on social-cognitive processes. The model clearly possesses two
attributes of a good theory: It is both parsimonious and broad in explanatory power.
Furthermore, its applicability to social, personality, clinical, development, and
educational psychology increases the probability that the formulation will lead to

subsequent theoretical and empirical development™ (p. 300).



Table 2

Underlying Implicit Theory Predictions in a Variety of Domains: Patterns of Behavior as a Function of Theory

Theory Self-Attributes Person-Perception Stereotyping Relationships Sports

Entity Blame rejection Focus on global More easily Interacts with More anxious

Theory on ability, exhibit dispositional inferences incorporate partner perception about PE class
maladaptive coping stereotypes and closeness maladaptive

and discriminate  to predict satisfaction coping

Incremental Effort attributions,  Focus on situational Less likely Less likely to Adaptive
Theory mastery responses  determinants of behavior to endorse terminate relationships regulation,
to rejection stereotypes and  early, works on more positive
discriminate relationship regardless affect and
of partner perception greater
participation

1974
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One area in which implicit theories have not been explored, that is especially ripe for
theoretical development, is weight management. Implicit theories have a long-standing
history as predictors of motivational patterns and achievement and could offer insight
into what leads to effective weight management strategies. Based on Dweck’s seminal
ITA work, in the current paper I extended the Implicit Theory Approach to understanding
motivational patterns in the domain of body-weight management.
An Implicit Theory Analysis of Weight Management

Why do two people, equally devoted to the goal of losing excess weight, so often
differ in their degree of success at this task—with one managing to reach his or her
dietary goals and the other experiencing dieting setback after setback? Why does one
person persist and still feel optimistic following the setbacks, whereas another person
feels helpless and starts to avoid dieting all together?' The answer to these questions is
important considering the increase in obesity and the links between reaching a healthy
weight and physical and psychological health. The implicit theory analysis proposed in
the current study is one that can help answer the question of why some people effectively
manage their weight and others fail to do so. This dissertation suggests that the key to
variations in motivation, goals, and persistence on diets can be found in each person’s
implicit theory of weight management.

Why extend the Implicit Theory Approach (ITA) to the domain of weight
management? The implicit theory model has proven to be an important predictor of

persistence and achievement in domains that range from academics to physical education

! Dieting in the current context is broadly considered as trying to manage weight through either restricting
calories or exercising or both.
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to leadership to relationships. I propose that dieting is an additional achievement domain
with numerous parallels to previously studied areas and one that could benefit from the
social cognitive perspective of implicit theories. As individuals try to manage their
weight, they establish goals, experience setbacks, regulate their feelings of
disappointment, and try to persist in the face of adversity. Although a number of
important theories have been shown to be influential in predicting sustained motivation in
health domains (e.g., health beliefs model, social cognitive theory, and theory of planned
behavior), in the current paper I offer the ITA as a unique social-cognitive perspective
that can illuminate why some individuals persist on diets and others give-up more readily.
In summary, borrowing heavily from the existing theoretical and empirical framework of
implicit theories in the achievement literature, the aim of this dissertation was to gain an
understanding of implicit theories of weight management and to examine how these
beliefs influence motivational strategies.

Based on Dweck’s seminal work, I suggest that people vary in their beliefs about
the extent to which body-weight is something that can be changed. Dweck and her
colleagues have found that these beliefs in achievement domains often converge around
two themes: entity and incremental beliefs. Entity theorists believe that attributes are
fixed, whereas incremental theorists believe that attributes are developed. These two
constructs are often merged to create one scale of implicit theory beliefs (see Dweck,
2000). The Implicit Theory Approach has generated a great deal of research in
achievement and social-perception literatures, but little to no attention from researchers

investigating weight management. I propose that people can ascribe more strongly or
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weakly to an incremental view of weight management. That is, some people will believe
more strongly that their body weight is something that can be changed through effortful
dieting and exercise.

I also suggest that these variations in beliefs about weight management will be
linked to individuals’ weight control strategies following setbacks. Specifically, I suggest
that implicit theories will be related to feelings of helplessness and optimism, attributions,
and coping following setbacks. After failing, individuals experience a range of emotional
reactions, try to explain the negative event, and decide on a course of action. Often
individuals who fail feel negative, indicating feelings of distress, shame, and guilt
(Forsyth, 1986). However, one question of interest in the current study and one that past
implicit theories research has sought to answer is what makes some individuals especially
prone to negative affect and others able to feel optimistic following setbacks. Dweck and
her colleagues have assessed the role of implicit theories in predicting negative feelings
following academic setbacks revealing that incremental theorists are better able to
regulate their affect than entity theorists (Dweck, 2000). Dweck’s work, having
developed out of learned helplessness theory, especially focused on feelings of
helplessness revealing that believing a trait is malleable leads to less helplessness.
Ommundsen (2003) and Kasimatis and colleagues (1996) also found that incremental
theorists report less negative affect than entity theorists; they often report feeling less
anxious and upset by failures (Kasimatis, Miller, & Marcussen, 1996).

After failing, individuals not only assess their feelings, but also try to make

explanations for the setback and cope with negative outcomes. In the current
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conceptualization, I suggest that variations in implicit theories of weight management
will be related to explanations for failures such that a stronger incremental belief will be
positively associated with effort attributions and negatively related to ability attributions.
I also suggest that implicit theories of weight management will be related to self-
regulatory behaviors following setbacks such that the more an individual stresses entity-
thinking in his or her explanation of weight the more maladaptive his or her coping. For
example, Dweck’s work suggests that entity theorists are likely to be more avoidant of
the goal following a dieting setback than incremental theorists (Dweck & Legget, 1988).
Additionally, building on Dweck’s seminal work on the mediating role of attributions in
the link between implicit theories and regulatory strategies, I propose that the cognitive
interpretations surrounding setbacks will mediate the implicit theories-regulatory
strategies link.

I also explored feelings of helplessness and optimism as potential mediators in the
implicit theories-regulatory behaviors link. I developed this line of reasoning from the
broad range of evidence revealing that emotional distress contributes to failures of self-
regulation (see Baumeister, Heatherton, & Tice, 1993) and especially from Dweck’s early
work on learned helplessness (e.g., Dweck & Legget, 1998; Dweck & Reppucci, 1973).
Additionally, building on Dweck (2000) and Ommendsen’s (2001) work on the link
between implicit theories and feelings of optimism following a setback, I also tested
whether feeling more optimistic mediates the implicit theories-regulation link.

People’s beliefs about the malleability of traits influence not only emotion,

cognition, and regulation but are also related to motivational patterns prior to outcomes;
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entity theorists tend to set performance-oriented goals, whereas incremental theorists tend
to set learning-oriented goals (see Cury, Elliot, Fronseca, & Moller, 2006). Building on
findings from implicit theories research in the domain of academic achievement, in the
current application, I suggest that believing more strongly that weight is fixed will be
positively linked to performance goals focused on pounds lost and negatively linked to
learning goals focused on weight loss for health improvement.

In summary, the implicit theoretical approach establishes beliefs about the
malleability of human attributes as important predictors of motivation. Specifically, in the
context of this dissertation, implicit theories refer to beliefs about the malleability of
body-weight. I propose that these implicit theories will be related to motivational patterns
prior to outcomes and emotion, cognition, and behavior following setbacks.

Current Study

There were two primary goals in the current study. First, I developed a measure of
implicit theories of weight management illustrating convergent and discriminant validity
and test re-test reliability. Second, I tested a series of hypotheses derived from the
Implicit Theory Approach to weight control. The current research extended past work by
testing if implicit theories of weight management, similar to implicit theories in other
domains, influence affect, attributions, and subsequent regulatory strategies.
Additionally, a secondary aim was to explore links between implicit theories, goal-

orientations, and achievement.
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Development of the Implicit Theories of Weight Management Scale

Using methods similar to Knee (1998) and theoretical guidance from Hong et al.,
(1999), the first goal of the dissertation was to test the idea that individuals, when they
consider weight management, adopt one of two basic theories; an entity or incremental
theory. I proposed developing a measure of entity and incremental theories of weight
management which I call the Implicit Theories of Weight Management Scale (ITWMS).
In the development of the scale, I examined the structure of implicit theories of weight
management testing whether a two-factor model with entity and incremental facets is a
better fit than a one factor model. I also examined discriminant and convergent validity.
For discriminant validity, I suggested implicit theories would be independent of
personality constructs. Prior research on implicit theories in domains such as academic
achievement and interpersonal relationships indicates that implicit theories are distinct
from other aspects of the individual such as general tendencies towards optimism and the
Big Five personality dimensions. I tested this assumption by measuring several basic
aspects of personality and then examining the relationship between these and implicit
theories of weight management. I incorporated the Big Five personality dimensions and
General Trait Optimism to verify that weight management implicit theories are not
redundant with basic personality characteristics (e.g., Extraversion, Neuroticism,
Agreeableness, Openness, Conscientiousness).

For convergent validity, I included locus of control constructs and measures of
implicit theories in the personality and intelligence domains (Dweck, 2000). Locus of

control has been shown to predict a variety of health behaviors, including dieting
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(Lefcourt, 1976; Rotter, 1966). People with an internal locus of control believe that their
own actions determine consequences, whereas individuals with an external locus of
control feel that consequences in life are generally outside of their control. Although
locus of control and implicit theories are similar constructs, the implicit theories approach
articulates the underlying cognition that may enhance or restrict perceptions of control
within specific domains (Dweck & Legget, 1988). Specifically, by manipulating implicit
theories, researchers have established a direct causal relation between theories and
perceptions about controllability (Hong et al., 1999). However, considering the link
between locus of control and implicit theories, for convergent validity, the dieting beliefs
scale which is a dieting locus of control measure (Stotland & Zuroff, 1990) and a more
general health locus of control measure were assessed (Wallston & Wallston, 1978).

I also included personality predictors related to dieting outcomes in order to
identify alternative assumptions and lend support for the uniqueness of the implicit theory
model. Specifically, I included a measure of dieting self-confidence to demonstrate that
implicit theories contribute variance in patterns of motivation above and beyond other
constructs related to motivation including confidence in ability. Additionally, because
dieting is such a self-regulated behavior, I included a measure of self-reported trait self-
control. Trait self-control, which is the ability to enact control over the self, has been
shown to be influential in the adoption and long-term maintenance of a healthy lifestyle.
In one study, even after controlling for trait predictors of dispositional optimism, self-
efficacy beliefs, and locus of control, trait self-control remained an important predictor of

health behaviors (Schroder & Schwarzer, 2005). Therefore, for this dissertation, I
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assessed trait self-control to demonstrate that the beliefs people hold about the
malleability of weight can alter the psychological process of self-regulation above and
beyond trait self-control.

In summary, in the first stage of this dissertation, I developed the implicit theories
of weight management scale to assess beliefs of weight management. I expect these
theories to be distinct from general personality traits including the Big Five and general
optimism. I also suggest that implicit theories of weight management will be related to
other control constructs such as health and dieting locus of control and to implicit
theories in the domains of intelligence and personality. Finally, I predicted that implicit
theories of weight management would be unique predictors of regulatory strategies
following setbacks even after incorporating control constructs that have predicted health
behaviors in past research (e.g., trait self-control).

Implicit Theories and Dieting Motivation

The second goal of the study was to test the relation between implicit theories,
affect, attributions, and self-regulatory strategies in response to dieting setbacks and to
explore some of the underlying assumptions of the implicit theoretical approach to
motivation. Specifically, I predict that when individuals believe more strongly that
weight is a fixed entity they will experience more negative affect and less optimism.
They will also be oriented towards interpreting setbacks in their dieting goals as
diagnostic of their inability to lose weight, rather than some malleable aspect of
performance. These attributions and failures of affect regulation will in turn influence

motivational strategies such that stronger incremental beliefs will be related more
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strongly to mastery-oriented strategies and less strongly to avoidant types of responses.
Additionally, I explored how implicit theories affect motivation prior to outcomes by
examining the relations between implicit theories, goals, and achievement.

To reach the above aims, the current study employed two time periods. At Time
1, I assessed implicit theories and goal orientations before asking participants to read
about a hypothetical unsuccessful dieting setback (see Appendix A). Specifically,
participants came into the lab and were consented before filling out a battery of
questionnaires. Participants first answered questions regarding their implicit theories of
weight management before writing down one weight management goal to achieve in the
next two weeks. Participants were informed that they would return in two weeks to report
on this dieting goal. Additionally, participants were asked to indiéate how likely they
were to adopt performance or mastery-oriented/learning goals.

Participants, after setting a goal, were asked to imagine a situation in which after
an eight-week dieting program they fail to lose weight, gaining weight instead (see
Appendix B). After they described their thoughts with regards to this dieting setback,
participants completed a survey that assessed affect, attributions, and regulatory
strategies. Evidence indicates that Heider’s (1958) classic foursome—ability, effort, luck,
and task difficulty—are among the most frequently offered explanations for success or
failure and these dimensions were included to assess explanations for the dieting setback.
However, the main interest in the current study, based on Dweck and her colleagues
work, was the dimensions of ability and effort as entity and incremental theorists differ in

their adoption of these two specific attributions. Adapting Dweck’s (2000) work and
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Ommundsen’s (2003) research on implicit theories in academics and physical education,
regulatory strategies included measures that assessed adaptive help-seeking and effort
regulation, including an assessment of avoidance. I also assessed additional personality
constructs to distinguish the unique contribution of implicit theories and to test for
convergent and discriminant validity.

At Time 2, implicit theories were re-assessed for test re-test reliability.
Participants were also asked to write down the goal they set at Time 1. Then participants
rated how well they thought they did in reaching their goal. Because many of the
participants’ goals were likely to include weight loss, a behavioral measure of actual
weight loss was included by assessing weight at time 1 and time 2. Additionally,
measures of implicit theories in other domains were included at time 2 for validity
purposes.

In review, I administered a newly developed index of implicit theories of weight
at two different points in time, along with measures of other cognitive, affective, and
motivational factors. I sought to (a) establish a reliable and valid measure of implicit
theories of weight management, and (b) illustrate that implicit theories of weight
management influence motivation prior to outcomes and regulatory strategies following
setbacks. Specific hypotheses are summarized below.

Implicit Theories Psychometric Hypotheses
1. Structure of implicit beliefs: I tested two possible models for the structure of the
scale; (a) a one-factor model with all 6 items loading on one latent construct

(implicit theories of body-weight), and (b) a two-factor model with 3 items
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loading on an entity facet and 3 items loading on an incremental facet. I propose
that people will vary in their beliefs about the malleability of weight and these
beliefs will be encompassed by two facets of implicit theories. I predict, if a two-
factor model emerges, the entity and incremental factors will be strongly
correlated (negatively) lending support for a uni-dimensional scale.

2. Reliability: The implicit theories weight management scale with the combined
factors will be reliable, both internally and temporally.

3. Convergent Validity: Implicit theories will be related to health and dieting locus
of control and to implicit beliefs in other achievement domains. Specifically,
implicit theories of weight management (higher number mean more agreement
with an incremental belief) will correlate positively with (a) general health locus
of control (higher numbers mean more internal validity), (b) internal dieting
beliefs (c) implicit theories of personality and intelligence and (d) negatively with
external dieting beliefs.

4. Discriminant Validity: Negligible correlations will emerge between implicit
theories of weight management and personality constructs including the Big Five

personality dimensions (e.g., neuroticism) and general trait optimism.

Motivation Hypotheses
5. Implicit Theories and Affect: Believing more strongly that weight is malleable

will be related to more optimism and lower feelings of helplessness.
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6. Implicit Theories and Attributions: Implicit theories (higher numbers mean more
agreement with an incremental belief) will be positively related to effort
attributions and negatively related to ability attributions.

7. Implicit Theories and Regulatory Strategies: Believing more strongly in an
incremental belief will be related positively to effective performance regulation
(e.g., more effort).and negatively to maladaptive coping (e.g., avoidance).

8. Mediation: The relation between implicit theories and regulatory strategies will be
mediated by attributions and feeling more positive (e.g., more optimistic, less
helplessness).

The following auxiliary hypotheses will also be investigated:

9. Goal Orientation: Implicit theories will be positively related to learning-oriented
goals and negatively related to performance-oriented goals.

10. Achievement: In accordance to Harackiewicz and Elliot’s (1995) call for a more
detailed analysis of the link between implicit theories, achievement, and goals, I

explore the mediating role of goals in the implicit theories and achievement link.?

? Based on the review of predictors of health behaviors, the following variables will be included as control
variables for all of the above motivation predictions: trait self-control and dieting self-confidence.



Method

Farticipants

Participants at time one (N = 264; men = 104, women = 160) were undergraduate
students who volunteered to take part in the research. Most students were recruited from
the introductory class Psychology 101. Only students 18 years of age or older could take
part. Most participants were young adults (M=19.87 years old, SD =3.46) and the sample
was of varying ethnicity (45.8 % White; 27.7% Black; 4.5% Hispanic; 15.5% Asian; and
6% Other).

From the time 1 data, 225 participants had the opportunity to participate at time 2.
There were 151 returning participants at time 2 making the attrition rate rather high
(33%). Additionally, only 131 participants had data that could be matched with time 1
(men =39, women =92). Three participants failed to report their identifying number and
17 participants reported unique identifiers that did not match time 1 data. Participants
with data that could not be matched with time 1 data, were excluded from subsequent
analyses leaving a sample size of 131 at time 2. As expected, the sample from time 2 was
similar in age (M=20.1 SD=4.45) and ethnicity (51.1 % White; 28.2% Black; 4.6%

Hispanic; 12.2% Asian; and 3.8% Other) to the time 1 sample.
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Procedure

Participants underwent procedures adapted from Knee (1998) and completed
measures adapted from work by Dweck and her colleagues (see Dweck, 2000). A group
of 10-15 participants were tested per session. A single experimenter provided participants
with a consent form to sign and a brief description of the experiment. At time 1,
participants completed key predictor and potential confound measures including the
implicit theories of weight management scale, the dieting beliefs scale, a dieting self-
confidence scale, the trait self-control scale, and the general optimism measure. Next,
participants were asked to set a dieting goal for the next two weeks to be reported on at
time 2 and answered questions regarding goal orientations. Then, they read a hypothetical
dieting setback scenario in which they imagined that they had failed to effectively
manage their weight. After reading about the setback, participants answered a number of
questions including their attributions for the setback, their feelings, and their regulatory
strategies for handling the setback. Additionally, convergent and discriminant validity
measures were assessed. To assess achievement with a behavioral measure, body-weight
was assessed at time 1.

Upon completion of the study, participants were told again that they should return
in two weeks and were informed that the researcher would email them in ten days to
remind them that they had 3-4 days to sign-up for time 2. If participants had not signed-
up after the first reminder they were emailed once more and asked to sign-up for time 2.

At time 2, participants again completed the implicit theories of weight management

scale and a measure of their perceived success thus far on their dieting goal that they set
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at time 1. Additionally, their actual weight was assessed again and used to create a
change score from time 1 to time 2 as a behavioral measure of performance for weight
change goals. Participants also completed measures of implicit theories in other domains
(e.g., intelligence, personality).
Assessment of Implicit Theories of Weight Management

To assess beliefs about body-weight, I used a six-item questionnaire developed by
adapting Dweck’s (2000) implicit theories measure of intelligence to weight management
(see Appendix A). Entity worded items included, “You have a certain body-weight, and
you can’t really do much to change it,” “Your body weight is something about you that
you can’t change very much,” “To be honest, you can’t really change your body weight.”
Incremental items included, “No matter who you are, you can significantly change your
body weight,” “You can always substantially change your body weight,” “You can
change your body weight considerably.” Participants indicated their agreement or
disagreement with the items using a 6-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly
agree) to 6 (strongly disagree). For the first 3 items listed above, agreement indicated
“entity thinking.” For the other 3 items, agreement indicated “incremental thinking”.
Research suggests that disagreement with the entity theory statements can be taken to
represent agreement with the incremental theory indicating that the construct is
unidimensional (Dweck et al., 1995a, 1995b).
Assessment of Affect, Attributions, and Regulatory Strategies

Building on research by Dweck and her colleagues (Hong et al., 1999; Dweck,

2000; Dweck & Legget, 2000) and Ommundsen (2001), the primary outcomes variables
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assessed were affect, attributions, and performance-regulatory strategies (adaptive
advice-seeking, effort regulation, and avoidance; see Appendix B).

Helplessness, Optimism, and General Affect. To assess feeling of helplessness, 1
used a face-valid one-item measure where participants indicated on a 5-point scale that
ranged from not at all true (1) to very true (5) expectations about feeling helpless
following a setback. I used three items to assess optimism about future dieting that were
adapted from Dweck’s work in the academic achievement domain (Dweck, 2000). Items
included, “I feel confident that, in the future, I can do well managing my body weight.”
Participants rated from strongly agree (1) to strongly disagree (6), how much they agreed
that they would feel optimistic about the future. Scale reliability in the current study was
.87. To assess general negative affect, participants rated on a 5-point scale that ranged
from not at all true (1) to very true (5) expectations about experiencing a particular
emotion following the dieting setback. Based on qualitative reports of students’ emotions
following setbacks in Dweck’s (2000) work, examples of emotions that participants rated
included, “sad” and “inadequate.” Including the one-item helplessness measure, there
were 5 negative emotions that participants rated. I averaged responses on the five
emotions to create a general affect scale (alpha = .87).

Attributions. Attributions were measured by means of a modified version of the
Causes of Academic Performance Scale (CAPS) (Kelly & Forsyth, 1984). The revised
attribution measure consisted of 11 possible causes for a dieting setback (e.g., lack of
effort, ability, luck, task difficulty, control) and incorporated the key attributions used in

the Hong et al., (1999) paper investigating implicit theories of intelligence, attributions,
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and remedial action. The attributions of interest were ability and effort. Two items for
each of these attributions were included. Participants indicated the extent to which they
felt the cause contributed to the dieting setback on a seven-point scale ranging from very
strongly disagree (1) to very strongly agree (7). Higher numbers indicated stronger
agreement that the item was a causal influence in the dieting setback.

Self-Regulatory Strategies. 1 assessed regulatory strategies following setbacks
with items that tapped adaptive self-regulation and maladaptive coping. In accordance
with research by Dweck (1995) and Ommundsen, (2001), items assessed 2 aspects of
adaptive regulatory strategies (i.e., advice-seeking, increased effort) and maladaptive
coping (i.e., avoidance). Example items included, “tried an easier dieting plan” or
“sought the advice of a physical trainer” and “gave up on dieting all together.”
Participants rated from strongly agree (1) to strongly disagree (6), how much they agreed
that they would have engaged in a particular behavior.

Assessment of Goals and Achievement

To test the theoretical assumptions of the implicit approach, I assessed
participants’ goal-orientations and perceived achievement (see Appendix C) using an
adapted version of Dweck’s inventories (Dweck, 2000). Participants responded on a 6-
point Likert-type scale how likely they would be to set a performance goal and how
likely they would be to set a learning goal. I adapted the learning and performance goal
questions from Dweck’s (2000) work in the academic achievement domain to the weight

management domain. The performance-oriented goal stated, “I diet to show that I can
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lose weight.” In contrast, the learning-oriented goal stated “I diet to improve my health
and knowledge of body-weight maintenance.”
Assessment of Convergent and Discriminant Validity

T used a 7-item Health Locus of Control measure adapted from the Wallston and
Wallston (1978) multidimensional scale with a focus on the internal/external dimension
to test for convergent validity (see Appendix D). It measures generalized expectancies for
internal versus external control. People with an internal locus of control think that their
own actions determine the rewards that they obtain, whereas those with an external locus
of control believe that rewards and punishments are generally outside of their control.
Research has demonstrated that the scale is reliable (e.g., alpha = 0.673 to 0.767; Holmes,
Frank, & Curtin, 1999). Cronbach’s alpha for the current study was .72.

I also used the Dieting Beliefs Scale (DBS) for convergent validity (see Appendix
D; Stotland & Zuroff, 1990). Following Rotter’s (1966) definition of locus of control,
four of the items on the dieting beliefs scale (DBS) were patterned after the Health Locus
of Control Scale (HLC). Items were balanced to include equal numbers of external and
internal items. The DBS has been shown to yield 3 factors: internal (IDBS; e.g.,
willpower, effort, responsibility), external (EDBS; e.g., luck, genes, fate), and
external/others (EDBSO; e.g., encouragement from other people). I used these factors to
initially create 3 subscales. Reliabilities for the subscales in the current study were .67,
.46, and .57 respectively. Because there were no specific hypotheses regarding the
different external subscales, the external items were combined to create one external

subscale with a reliability of .55. The internal subscale remained separate (alpha = .67).
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Additionally, I included implicit theory measures of intelligence and personality
at time 2 for convergent validity purposes (see Appendix D). Past research has
demonstrated adequate reliability for these scales (e.g., intelligence, alpha ranges from
.94 - 98; Hong et al., 1999; personality, alpha = .71; Erdley & Dweck, 1993). Reliabilities
in the current study were alpha = .92 for intelligence and .91 for personality.

I assessed personality constructs for discriminant validity purposes. I incorporated
an abridged version of the Big Five personality dimensions (Appendix D; see Saucier,
1994; Dwight, Cummings, & Glenar, 1998) to verify that entity and incremental beliefs
about weight management are not redundant with the basic dimensions of personality.
Each of the five dimensions (Extraversion, alpha = .88; Neuroticism, alpha = .75;
Agreeableness, alpha = .76; Openness, alpha = .80; Conscientiousness alpha =.78;) were
assessed by 5 trait descriptors on 7-point Likert-type scales. The alphas reported for the
current study are consistent with alpha reliabilities from past studies (e.g., Sheldon, Ryan,
Rawsthorne, & Illardi, 1997). Trait optimism was assessed to demonstrate that an
incremental theory is not redundant with general optimism. Dispositional optimism was
assessed with a shorted version of Scheier & Carver’s (1985) dispositional optimism
measure (Life Orientation Test, LOT). The LOT consists of eight items, rated on a scale
ranging from O (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree) with four filler items included to
disguise the underlying purpose of the test. The shortened version in the current study
used 2 positive, 2 negative, and 2 filler items. Example items included, “If something can

go wrong for me, it will” and “I'm always optimistic about my future.” Past research has
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demonstrated adequate reliability, alpha = .78 (Brissette, Scheier, & Carver, 2002).
Cronbach’s alpha in the current study was .58.
Assessment of Dieting-Related Constructs

I measured an individual’s ability to self-regulate using the 13-item trait measure
of self-control (see Appendix D; Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004). Reliabilities in
past studies have been high, alpha = .83 (Tangney et al., 2004). Reliability in the current
study was also .83. I used a face valid measure of dieting self-confidence consisting of
three items rated on a 7-point Likert Scale where higher numbers represent more
confidence. Example items included, “I usually feel confident in my ability to manage
my weight, and “I feel positive about my ability to manage my weight.” Reliability in the
current study was .80.
Assessment of Dieting History and Demographics

I also assessed dieting history and general demographic information (see
Appendix E). The dieting history is an adapted version of Blokstra and colleagues’
weight loss practices scale (Blokstra, Burns, & Seidell, 1999). Example items include,
“Are you trying to do something about your weight at the moment?” and “How many
times did you start a weight reducing diet in the last year?”” Additional items regarding
weight history included questions about family history of obesity, whether they are
currently dieting, current weight and height (which will be used to calculate a Body Mass
Index BMI) and ideal weight. Demographic questions assessed race, age, gender, and

socio-economic status.
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Time 2 Measures

At time two, I assessed implicit theories of weight management again for test re-
test reliability. In addition, a one-item self-report achievement measure was used to
assess success on the goal set at time one. The item states, “How well do you think that
you did in achieving this goal?” rated on a 6-point Likert-type scale with 1 “very poorly”
to 6 “very well” (see Appendix F). Additionally, participants’ actual weight was used as a
behavioral measure of achievement. Weight from time one was subtracted from weight at
time two to get a measure of weight loss. Additionally, at time 2, I included implicit

theories measures from additional domains for validity purposes.



Results

This dissertation tested hypotheses derived from the Implicit Theory Approach to
motivation. I had two main goals in the proposed study. The first was to create the
Implicit Theories of Weight Management Scale (ITWM) using past implicit theoretical
work as the foundation for the development of the scale. Dweck’s items were changed
from the intelligence domain to correspond to a body weight management context (see
Dweck, 2000). I posited hypotheses regarding the structure of the construct, discriminant
and convergent validity, and reliability. My second aim was to extend the Implicit Theory
Approach in academic achievement to a novel achievement domain—specifically, dieting
motivation. I proposed hypotheses about the relation between implicit theories of weight
management and regulatory strategies, attributions, goal-setting, and achievement.
Analysis Strategy

I conducted analyses to investigate psychometric properties of the scales as well
as the theoretical underpinnings of the implicit theory approach. I used confirmatory
factor analysis with structural equation modeling to test if entity and incremental items
load on one factor or load on two highly negatively correlated factors. For convergent
and discriminant validity, I reported correlations among constructs. I used hierarchical
linear modeling to test relations between implicit theories of weight management and

regulatory strategies, coping, attributions, goal-setting, and achievement. For each
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regression analysis, unless otherwise noted, the first step of the model included dieting
self-confidence and trait self-control and the second step included implicit theories of
weight management. For mediational analyses, I employed the standard regression
approach recommended by Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger (1998). For all analyses using linear
regression, the standardized regression coefficient () was reported unless otherwise
stated.

Participants’ Weight Management Background

Prior to testing hypotheses, I explored the dieting status of participants and
examined potential differences based on BMI. I assessed how often participants had
dieted in the last year (41% of participants had not dieted, 28% had started a dieting
program once in the last year, 26.5% had started a dieting program 2-3 times in the last
year, and 5% had dieted 4 times of more) and participants’ current dieting status (50% of
participants indicated that they were trying to currently lose weight, 11% gain weight,
22% stay the same, and 17% indicated they were doing nothing about their weight).

I calculated individuals’ BMI by converting height and weight from the original
unit of measure into metric units. An individuals’ BMI is their weight in kilograms
divided by their height in meters. Using a continuous measure of participants’ BMI (M =
24.35, SD = 5.25), I explored relations between BMI, dieting status, race, and sex. To
explore if individuals with higher BMIs dieted more often, I used a 4-way ANOVA
(trying to lose weight, trying to gain weight, stay the same, and doing nothing) with
Tukey post-hoc tests to examine if dieting status predicted BMI. Results revealed a

significant effect of dieting status on BMI, F(3,178) = 11.09, p <.001. Post-hoc tests
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revealed that individuals trying to lose weight had significantly higher BMIs (M = 26.47)
than individuals trying to gain weight (M = 21.73), individuals trying to stay the same
weight (M = 22.02), and individuals doing nothing about their weight (M = 23.31). The
means for individuals trying to gain weight, stay the same weight, or do nothing about
their weight fell intermediate to and did not differ from each other.

I also examined Blacks, Whites, and Other (this included Hispanics, Asians, and
Others) racial groupings’ BMI scores to determine if one race had higher or lower BMI
scores than another. I used a 3-way ANOVA with the 3-category race variable [White (N
= 82); Black (N = 53), and Other (N = 35)] as the predictor and the continuous measure of
BMI as dependent variable. Results revealed no significant effect of race on BMI, F(2,
167)=1.87, p>.05. To test for sex differences, I ran a 2-way ANOVA with sex as the
predictor and BMI as the outcome; there was no significant effect of sex on BMI, F(1,
181) = 1.03, p > .05. After exploring dieting history and potential BMI differences, I
examined hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1: Structure of Implicit Theories

Hypothesis 1 stated that individuals vary in their beliefs about the malleability of
weight management and that these beliefs can be captured by two facets (entity versus
incremental) that can be combined to create a single psychological construct. I postulated
that although two factors may emerge, one core construct (implicit theories of weight
management) would underlie the variance in the measure (see Snyder & Gangestad, 1986
for review of how two components can sum to create a valid single scale). Often a

measure with items worded positively and items worded negatively converge around two
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factors. However, these factors are often due to reverse wording rather than indicating a
multidimensional scale. A measure with multiple subcomponents can be combined to
create a single construct when the factors are highly correlated and theory dictates that
one scale is appropriate. With regards to implicit beliefs about the malleability of traits,
the entity and incremental frameworks are mutually exclusive alternatives. That is,
believing that something can be changed is the logical opposite of believing that it cannot
be changed. Dweck and colleagues have demonstrated empirically that individuals
disagreeing with the entity belief do in fact hold an incremental theory and do not merely
reject an entity view (Dweck, et al., 1995). Thus, I postulated that even though two
factors might emerge because entity and incremental items are oppositely worded, these
facets could be combined to create a valid and reliable unidimensional scale.

I tested these predictions in a confirmatory factor analysis using structural
equation modeling of the Time 1 data. This analysis contrasted two alternative models.
The one-factor model assumes that individuals’ implicit theories of weight control
include both entity thoughts and incremental thoughts, but that these two sets of items all
load on a single, bipolar factor. The two-factor model, in contrast, assumes that entity
thinking and incremental thinking are separate sub-factors of implicit theories of weight
management. Of the available goodness of fit measures, the chi-square is reported as are
the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and the RMSEA. The CFI and RMSEA are scaled
differently, with high values for the CFI indicating good fit (.95 has been offered as a

threshold) and low values for the RMSEA indicating good fit (.08 and .05).
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To compare competing nested models a chi-square difference test was used. I predicted
that the two-factor model would best represent the data, and that the two factors would be
highly negatively correlated. Results supported hypotheses, revealing that the two-factor
structure, X? (8) = 28.79, p <.05; RMSEA = .10.; CFI = .98, had better fit than the one-
factor structure, X? (9) = 136.38, p < .05; RMSEA = .88; CFI = .88, (see Table 3).

Table 3

Goodness-of-Fit Statistics for 2 Models of Implicit Theories of Weight Management

Fit Statistic/Index One Factor Two Factor
X? 136.38 28.79

daf 9 8

RMSEA 23 .10

CFI1 .88 .98

N 257 257

A chi-square difference test (X? difference = 107.59, df = 1) revealed that the two-factor
model is preferred to a one-factor model, p < .001 (see Figure 1). The phi-coefficient for
the latent constructs in the two-factor model = -.63, p <.001. The correlation between
the entity and incremental scales was r(257) =-.516, p < .05.

Although a two-factor model emerged, I suggest that this was more an artifact of
negatively worded items and that the implicit theories of weight management scale
constitutes a single coherent constellation of items that, similar to research on trait self-
esteem (see Marsh, 1996), can be used to assess one underlying construct.

Hypotheses 2: Reliability

Based on theoretical predictions and Dweck’s past work in the academic and

personality domains, I created a unidimensional scale using the 3 items that loaded on the

entity factor and the 3 items that loaded on the incremental factor. Incremental items
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were reversed scored so that higher numbers indicated more incremental beliefs (M =
4.34, SD = 0.82). The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test of normality (257) =.070, p <.01 was
significant indicating that the scale may not be normally distributed. However, because
the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test is more likely to be significant with a larger sample size, I
also used the ratio of kurtosis and skewness to its standard error as an additional test of
normality (normality is rejected if the ratio is less than -2 or greater than +2; Cohen,
Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). Using this method, the implicit theories scale did not have
significant skewness, (ratio = -1.67) or significant kurtosis (ratio = -.44; see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Examining the normality of the implicit theories of weight management scale.
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Hypothesis 2 maintained that the implicit theories weight management scale with
the combined factors would be reliable, both internally and temporally. Results revealed
good internal consistency using the 6 items derived from Dweck’s work. The 6-item scale

was internally consistent, as indicated by the Cronbach’s alpha of .82. The psychometric



71

adequacy of the scale was further confirmed through subsequent analyses of the item-to-
total correlations, and a review of the change in internal consistency when one of the 6
items was deleted from the scale. These analyses, which are summarized in Table 4,
indicate that deleting any of the 6 items from the scale resulted in reduced reliability (see
Table 5 for item correlations). Additionally, the item-to-total correlations for the 6 items
ranged from .50 to .69 (M= .58). The measure was moderately temporally consistent,
with a correlation between ITWMS score at time one and time 2 of .53 (N = 128).

Table 4

Reliability of Implicit Theories of Weight Management Scale with Dweck’s 6 items

Reliability if Item-Total M SD

Item Item Dropped Correlation

1. ITWM 1 77 .66 4.16 1.30
2. ITWM?2 .76 .69 4.37 1.23
3. ITWM 3R .80 .57 4.28 1.19
4. ITWM 4 .80 .52 4.93 957
5. ITWM 5R .80 .50 4.12 1.07
6. ITWM 6R .80 .55 4.20 1.01

N =257, overall reliability = .82; Note: Incremental items (3,5,6) are reverse scored.

Table 5

Inter-Item Correlation Matrix

Item 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. ITWM 1 --

2. ITWM?2 .79 --

3. ITWM 3R 40 .38 --

4. ITWM 4 47 .57 36 -

5. ITWM 5R 30 34 44 31 --

6. ITWM 6R .40 38 41 37 51 -

N =257, overall reliability = .82; Note: Incremental items (3,5,6) are reverse scored.
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Hypotheses 3 and 4: Validity

Does the ITWMS actually measure people’s implicit beliefs about their weight
and its management? Hypothesis 3 suggests that, because individuals with high scores on
the ITWMS tend to think that weight is changeable, scores on the ITWMS should be
positively correlated with a general internal health locus of control and especially with an
internal dieting locus of control but that higher scores on the ITWMS should be
negatively correlated with external locus of control dieting beliefs. Additionally,
individuals with higher scores in the domain of weight management are likely to have
higher score on implicit theories in other achievement domains such as personality and
intelligence. However, because Dweck and her colleagues have claimed that implicit
theories are domain specific (see Dweck et al.,1995), implicit theories of body <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>