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Abstract People’s beliefs concerning their abilities dif-

fer. Incremental theorists believe their abilities (e.g.,

intelligence) are malleable; entity theorists believe their

abilities are fixed (Dweck in Mindset: the new psychology

of success. Random House, New York, 2007). On the basis

that incremental theorists should emphasize improving

their abilities for the future, whereas entity theorists should

emphasize demonstrating their abilities in the present

reality, we predicted that, when thinking about their

wishes, compared to entity theorists, incremental theorists

focus more toward the desired future than the present

reality. We assessed participants’ motivational focus using

a paradigm that differentiated how much they chose to

imagine the desired future versus the present reality

regarding an important wish (Kappes et al. in Emotion 11:

1206–1222, 2011). We found the predicted effect by

manipulating (Study 1) and measuring implicit theories

(Study 2), in the academic (Study 1) and in the sport

domain (Study 2).

Keywords Entity theory � Incremental theory � Future �
Reality � Self-regulatory thought � Motivational focus

Introduction

People think differently about the nature of their ability and

the way they do so impacts the way they pursue their goals.

People with an incremental theory—believing in the mal-

leability of their abilities—are primarily concerned with

learning and expanding their abilities. This aim is accom-

plished by pursuing ‘‘learning’’ goals geared at improving

one’s abilities. On the other hand, people with an entity

theory—believing in the stability of their abilities—are

primarily concerned with documenting their abilities. This

aim is accomplished by pursuing ‘‘performance’’ goals

geared at proving one’s abilities (social-cognitive model of

achievement motivation; Dweck 2007; Dweck and Leggett

1988). Previous research primarily investigated the impact

of the two implicit theories (incremental vs. entity) on

various aspects of goal pursuit, particularly in achievement

situations (e.g., effort, performance, attributions, intrinsic

motivation, and coping with setbacks, among others). Here,

we explore whether the two theories also affect people’s

motivational focus, that is, whether people consider the

desired future versus the present reality when thinking

about an important wish.

Because incremental theorists are primarily concerned

with developing their abilities for the future (i.e., harboring

a growth mindset) whereas entity theorists are primarily

concerned with demonstrating their abilities in the present

reality (i.e., harboring a fixed mindset), compared to entity

theorists, incremental theorists should focus more toward

the desired future than the present reality. To assess

motivational focus toward the future versus reality, we

used a paradigm by Kappes et al. (2011) developed in the

context of fantasy realization theory (Oettingen 2000,

2012). The paradigm allows differentiating to what extent

participants choose to mentally elaborate the desired future
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versus present reality when asked to think about an

important wish.

The social-cognitive model of achievement motivation

As mentioned above, a multitude of studies explored the

effects of the two implicit theories on various aspects of

goal pursuit. Whereas an incremental theory is generally

seen as adaptive, an entity theory is often seen as mal-

adaptive (for summaries, see Dweck 1986; Molden and

Dweck 2006). For instance, in several longitudinal studies,

students with an incremental (vs. entity) theory reported

increased (vs. decreased) self-esteem over time (Robins

and Pals 2002) and had better grades (Blackwell et al.

2007; Cury et al. 2006). Incremental (vs. entity) theorists

were also more willing to take remedial action (e.g.,

enlisting for a remedial English course; Hong et al. 1999;

taking an academic tutorial, Nussbaum and Dweck 2008) if

their performance was unsatisfactory.

Regarding the mechanisms by which the two theories

achieve their effects on goal pursuit in the achievement

domain, research indicates that people with an incremental

(vs. entity) theory used deeper study strategies (e.g., they

searched for underlying principles), planned more, and

showed greater persistence as well as higher intrinsic

motivation (Cury et al. 2006; Mueller and Dweck 1998).

Incremental (vs. entity) theorists also coped more effec-

tively with set-backs: They attributed failures more to

flexible causes (low effort) and less to stable causes (low

ability; Hong et al. 1999) and responded to failure with

more vigorous and effective strategies (increased effort)

and less defensive (self-handicapping) strategies (Blackwell

et al. 2007). Finally, neuropsychological evidence as indi-

cated by event-related potentials indicated that incremental

theorists paid attention to ability-related and to learning-

related feedback whereas entity theorists paid attention to

ability-related feedback only (Dweck et al. 2004).

In sum, the impact of the two implicit theories on goal

pursuit has been examined by manipulating (Rattan and

Dweck 2010) and measuring (Dweck 2007) the implicit

theories, in both field (Blackwell et al. 2007) and lab studies

(Nussbaum and Dweck 2008), with short- and long-term

effects (Blackwell et al. 2007), and in various domains (e.g.,

school, Blackwell et al. 2007; sport, Spray et al. 2006;

personality, Erdley et al. 1997). Moreover, studies mea-

sured the effects of implicit theories using different kinds of

dependent variables: attention (ERP-responses to feedback;

Dweck et al. 2004), cognition (e.g., attributions, Hong et al.

1999), affect (e.g., feeling distressed, Robins and Pals

2002), and behavior (e.g., taking remedial action, Nuss-

baum and Dweck 2008; math performance, Blackwell et al.

2007, decision making; Murphy and Dweck 2010). How-

ever, it is less clear whether the implicit theories also

influence people’s motivational focus, that is, whether

people consider and elaborate on the desired future versus

the present reality when thinking about their wishes and

concerns.

Motivational focus: Future versus reality

To assess the extent to which participants in elaborating

their wishes focus toward the future versus reality, we used

a paradigm originally developed by Kappes et al. (2011).

On the basis of fantasy realization theory (Oettingen 2000,

2012), the paradigm distinguishes between four self-regu-

latory thought modes that people may use to regulate their

goal pursuits: Two of the four thought modes pertain more

to the future (mental contrasting and indulging), the other

two pertain more to the reality (dwelling and reverse

contrasting).

The paradigm starts with participants naming an

important wish from a specific domain (e.g., improving

math grade, getting better in basketball). Next, they indi-

cate their expectations of realizing their wish and the

incentive value of their wish. Thereafter, they list four

aspects of the future they associate with having realized

their wish (e.g., feeling proud, win more games) and four

aspects of the present reality that stands in the way of

realizing the wish (e.g., getting distracted, having no time

to practice). Participants then choose four out of the eight

listed aspects to subsequently elaborate on.

As a first, straightforward indicator of motivational

focus toward the future versus reality, we simply counted

the number of future versus reality aspects participants

chose to elaborate on. However, to explore the relevance of

our prediction for self-regulatory thought as specified in the

fantasy realization theory framework we also analyzed

people’s motivational focus by differentiating between the

four thought modes following Kappes et al. (2011). The

two desired future-focused thought modes (mental con-

trasting and indulging) were coded if participants either

chose two future aspects and two reality aspects, starting

with a future aspect (mental contrasting), or if they pre-

dominately chose future aspects (three out of the four

aspects; indulging). The two present reality-focused

thought modes were coded either if participants predomi-

nantly chose reality aspects (dwelling) or if they chose two

future aspects and two reality aspects, starting with a

reality aspect (reverse contrasting).

Fantasy realization theory

We distinguished participants’ self-regulatory though as

described by fantasy realization theory (Oettingen 2000,

summary by Oettingen 2012). Fantasy realization theory

specifies how different forms of thinking about the future
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and about the reality affect goal pursuit. Specifically, the

theory distinguishes four thought modes that people may

use when thinking about an important wish (e.g., improve

math skills). In mental contrasting, people elaborate first on

the desired future they associate with having realized their

wish (e.g., earn better grades) followed by the present

reality that stands in the way of realizing the wish (e.g.,

getting easily distracted). In indulging, people elaborate on

the desired future only; in dwelling the elaborate on the

present reality only, and in reverse contrasting they elab-

orate on the reality first, followed by the future.

Of the four thought modes only mental contrasting is an

effective self-regulatory strategy as it leads to selective (i.e.,

expectancy-dependent) goal pursuit, that is, people vigor-

ously pursue goals for which they have high expectations of

success and disengage from goals for which they have low

expectations. Such selective goal pursuit helps people to

invest their limited resources (e.g., effort, time) in feasible

rather than unfeasible goal pursuits. Merely elaborating the

future (indulging), the reality (dwelling), or the reality fol-

lowed by the future (reverse contrasting) leads to indis-

criminate (i.e., expectancy-independent) goal pursuit. A

multitude of experimental studies support the effects of the

different thought modes on goal pursuit (e.g., Kappes et al.

2012b; Oettingen et al. 2009, 2012; Oettingen 2012).

Because mental contrasting more than the other three

thought modes leads to effective behavior change it has been

taught as a self-regulation strategy in various life domains

(Gollwitzer et al. 2011; Johannessen et al. 2012; Oettingen

et al. 2010). In investigating the effect of implicit theories on

the self-regulatory thought modes we explored how two

well-established motivational theories, the social-cognitive

model of achievement motivation (Dweck 2007) and fantasy

realization theory (Oettingen 2000) relate to each other.

The present research

We suspected that people’s implicit theories about their

abilities influence their motivational focus toward the

desired future versus present reality. Incremental theorists

believe in the development of abilities and are concerned

with learning and expanding their abilities for the future.

They see the future as something that can be changed and

improved. Therefore, the desired future should be partic-

ularly salient to them (Husman and Lens 1999). Entity

theorists on the other hand believe in the stability of abil-

ities and should be concerned with performing and dem-

onstrating their current abilities in the here and now. They

see abilities as something that cannot be changed and

improved in the future.

For example, students with an incremental theory of

their math ability set more goals directed toward improving

their future ability (e.g., ‘‘I want to learn as much as pos-

sible’’), whereas those with an entity theory set more goals

directed toward demonstrating their present ability (e.g.,

‘‘It is important to me to do better than the other students’’;

Cury et al. 2006; Robins and Pals 2002). Moreover, chil-

dren with an incremental theory of intelligence preferred

tasks geared at expanding their future intelligence (‘‘Hard,

new, and different so I could try to learn from them’’),

whereas those with an entity theory preferred tasks geared

at avoiding negative evaluation of their present intelligence

(‘‘Fun and easy to do, so I wouldn’t have to worry about

mistakes’’; Dweck and Leggett 1988). Furthermore,

incremental theorists responded to a failure experience by

choosing to examine the work of students who had per-

formed better than they had, to adapt these students’

strategies for their future performance, entity theorists in

contrast choose to examine the work of students who had

performed worse than they had, to immediately repair their

threatened self-esteem (Nussbaum and Dweck 2008).

Finally, incremental theorist showed greater persistence in

pursuing long-term goals than entity theorists (Molden and

Dweck 2006).

In sum, because incremental more than entity theorists

are concerned with growing in the future, the desired

future should be more accessible and come more quickly

and easily to their mind. Accordingly, when given the

choice to elaborate on the desired future versus the

present reality, incremental theorists should elaborate

more on the future (vs. reality) and engage in more future-

focused self-regulatory thought (mental contrasting and

indulging vs. dwelling and reverse contrasting) than

entity theorists. In addition, incremental theorists should

think in a lopsided way, that is, they should elaborate

more on the future than on the reality, while entity the-

orists should think in an evenhanded way, that is, they

should not differ in the extent to which they elaborate the

future and reality.

We conducted two studies: In Study 1, we manipulated

participants’ implicit theories of intelligence and in Study

2, we measured their implicit theories of sport ability. After

manipulating (Study 1) or measuring (Study 2) the theories

we assessed participants’ motivational focus toward the

desired future versus present reality using the same para-

digm as Kappes et al. (2011), Participants named their most

important current wish related to academic achievement

(Study 1) or sport achievement, respectively (Study 2).

Thereafter, they listed four aspects of the future they

associated with having realized their wish and four aspects

of their present reality that stands in the way of realizing

their wish. We then asked participants to spontaneously

choose four of the eight named aspects and to elaborate on

each of them.
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Study 1: Manipulating implicit theories in the academic

domain

Methods

Participants and design

One hundred students from a large German University (79

female, 20 male, 1 unidentified; Mage = 25.11 years,

SD = 6.81) participated. The study was advertised as two

separate paper and pencil studies. The first study would be

about the understanding of research articles and the second

about academic wishes. Students were recruited through on

campus advertisement. They were run in groups of up to three

people and received course credit. We randomly assigned

them to one of the two conditions (incremental vs. entity).

Manipulation of implicit theories of intelligence

In the first part, we manipulated an incremental or an entity

theory by having students read either passages providing

evidence that intelligence is largely due to environmental

factors and can be drastically changed (incremental con-

dition), or having them read passages providing evidence

that intelligence is largely due to genetic factors and can

only be minimally changed (entity condition; Hong et al.

1999; Nussbaum and Dweck 2008). The articles were

illustrated such that they resembled a Psychology Today

article (Hong et al. 1999). For example, participants read

the following text:

Knowles spent the last decade tracing identical twins

who were raised apart. According to his results, up to

88 % of a person’s intelligence is due to…

In the incremental condition, the text continued:

…environmental factors. In an extreme case, a young

girl adopted by a college professor and his wife had

an IQ of 138. The genetically identical twin was

raised by the real mother, who was a prostitute. This

girl had an IQ of 85.

In the entity condition the text continued:

…genetic factors. About 10 % of intelligence seems to

be determined during the first three years of life. This

means that intelligence may be increased or decreased

by only about 2 % during most of person’s life.

Manipulation checks

First, to make sure that the students paid attention to the

article they answered a short comprehension quiz consisting

of three multiple-choice questions on their understanding of

the articles adopted from Nussbaum and Dweck (2008).

Second, to check whether the articles successfully

induced the implicit theories students answered a three-

item questionnaire (Dweck 1999, 2007; the German ver-

sion: Spinath and Stiensmeier-Pelster 2001). To highlight

that we were interested in students’ personal view about

intelligence rather than whether they could correctly

reproduce the content of the article, students read: ‘‘The

following questions were designed to assess your view

about the nature of intelligence. There are no right and

wrong answers. We are interested in your personal opin-

ion.’’ Students indicated their agreement with each item

(e.g. ‘‘You have a certain amount of intelligence and you

can’t really do much to change it’’) on a 6-point scale

ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree).

Because internal consistency was high (Cronbach’s

a = .89), we combined the three items to one index of

implicit theories. Higher scores indicated a stronger

agreement to an incremental theory. After students com-

pleted the questionnaire, we told them that the first study

was finished and the second would follow. In the suppos-

edly second study we assessed the dependent variable,

students’ motivational focus toward the future versus

reality.

Measuring motivational focus: Desired future

versus present reality

We used the paradigm by Kappes et al. (2011). Students

first named their most important academic wish (they

named, e.g., finding an internship, finishing my master

thesis). Thereafter, we measured students’ expectations of

successfully realizing their wish and the incentive value of

realizing their wish. Expectations of success (i.e., the

judged likelihood of wish fulfillment) and incentive value

(i.e., the subjective attractiveness of wish fulfillment) are

the two key determinants of people committing to and

realizing a specific wish (expectancy 9 value models of

motivation; Atkinson 1957; Bandura 1997). Thus, it is

important, to verify that the implicit theories affected

motivational focus over and above expectations and

incentive value. In addition, we assumed that the predicted

effects will be observed for both people who entertain high

and low expectations of success and with high and low

incentive value. We measured expectations by asking:

‘‘How likely do you think it is that you will realize your

wish?’’ and incentive value by asking: ‘‘How important is it

to you to realize your wish?’’, respectively. We used

7-point scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very). The

subjective importance of realizing a wish indicates the

incentive value of the wish (Klinger 1977).
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Generating and elaborating aspects Students then listed

four future aspects they associated with having realized

their wish (they named, e.g., gaining experience, being

proud), and four reality aspects that stood in the way of

realizing their wish (they named, e.g., the job interviews do

not go well, feeling tired) in counterbalanced order, that is,

half of the students listed four future aspects first, the other

half listed four reality aspects first. In measuring students’

aspect choice and order of elaboration, we gave them the

following instruction:

Please write down one of your named aspects. Think

about this aspect and depict the respective events or

experiences in your thoughts as intensively as pos-

sible. Choose the aspect that first comes into your

mind. Let the mental images pass by in your thoughts

and do not hesitate to give your fantasies free reign.

Take as much time and space as you need to describe

the scenario. If you need more space to write, please

use the back of the page.

After elaborating on the first aspect, students again

received the instructions above. Instead of ‘‘one of your

named aspects’’, the instruction now read ‘‘another of your

named aspects’’. Altogether, each student elaborated on

four of the eight listed aspects.

Scoring To assess motivational focus we first counted the

number of future versus reality aspects each student chose

to elaborate on. Second, we differentiated students’ self-

regulatory thought according to the number and order of

the aspects they chose to elaborate on using the same

identification procedure as Kappes et al. (2011): We clas-

sified those students as focusing on the future who chose

two future aspects and two reality aspects and began with a

future aspect (mental contrasting) and those students who

predominantly chose future aspects (i.e., three or four

future aspects; indulging). On the other hand, we classified

those students as focusing on the reality who predomi-

nantly chose reality aspects (i.e., three or four reality

aspects; dwelling) and those who chose two future aspects

and two reality aspects, but began with a reality aspect

(reverse contrasting). Finally, students indicated their

gender, age, and major of study. They were fully debriefed.

Results

Manipulation checks

Ninety-two students (92 %) answered all three items from

the comprehension quiz correctly. To enclose only students

who paid attention to the article, we excluded the eight

students (six were from the entity condition and two from

the incremental condition) who did not answer the three

comprehensive questions correctly from the following

analyses. We found the same pattern of results however,

whether or not these eight students were included or

excluded.

To test if students’ reading of the articles successfully

manipulated their implicit theories, we asked them to

answer the three items of the implicit theory questionnaire

(Dweck 1999, 2007). Students in the incremental condition

(M = 4.65, SD = 0.95) showed higher scores, indicating

stronger agreement to an incremental theory, than those in

the entity condition (M = 3.11, SD = 0.86), t(90) = 8.03,

p \ .001. Thus, the manipulation was successful.

Descriptive analyses

Mean expectations and mean incentive value of the wish

were above the midpoint of the 7-point scales (expecta-

tions: M = 5.63, SD = 0.95; incentive: M = 6.38, SD =

0.78). Thus, students had relatively high expectations for a

wish that was highly important to them. Expectations and

incentive value did not correlate significantly, r = .03,

p = .76. Students in the incremental and entity condition

did not differ in expectations, incentive value, gender, and

age, ps [ .44.

Order effects

We did not observe any difference between the two

counterbalanced orders of aspect listing (future aspects first

vs. reality aspects first) in the number of future versus

reality aspects, t(90) = .58, p = .56, and in the choice of

self-regulatory thought (future focused vs. reality focused),

v2(1) = 1.52, p = .22. Thus, we collapsed across order of

aspect listing in the following analyses.

Motivational focus

Number of future versus reality aspects Because we asked

each student to choose exactly four aspects, the number of

future versus reality aspects is inversely related. As pre-

dicted, when comparing motivational focus between condi-

tions, theory condition predicted number of future

(vs. reality) aspects, b = .33, t(90) = 1,94, p = .056,

d = .41. Students in the incremental condition elaborated

more future aspects (M = 2.37; SD = .80; i.e., and fewer

reality aspects) than those in the entity condition. Moreover,

also as predicted, when comparing motivational focus within

conditions, students in the incremental condition elaborated

more future aspects (M = 2.37; SD = .80) than reality

aspects (M = 1.63; SD = .80), t(45) = 3.14, p = .003,

d = .93. Students in the entity condition in contrast elabo-

rated a similar number of future (M = 2.04; SD = .82) and

reality aspects (M = 1.96; SD = .82), t(45) = .36, p = .72.
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Future- versus reality-focused self-regulatory thought

First, we conducted Chi square analyses to assure that

implicit theories did not differentially predict the two

future-focused thought modes, mental contrasting versus

indulging, and the two reality-focused thought modes,

reverse contrasting versus dwelling. We did not observe an

effect of implicit theories on mental contrasting versus

indulging, v2(1) = 0.09, p = .76, and reverse contrasting

versus dwelling, v2(1) = 0.11, p = .74.

As predicted, when comparing future- versus reality-

focused self-regulatory thought between conditions, more

students in the incremental condition chose future-focused

(76 %) and fewer chose reality-focused self-regulatory

thought (24 %) than in the entity condition (44 and 56 %,

respectively), v2(1) = 4.09, p = .04 and, v2(1) = 6.08,

p = .01 (Table 1). Moreover, also as predicted, when

comparing choice of self-regulatory thought within condi-

tions, in the incremental condition more students chose

future-focused (76 %) than reality-focused self-regulatory

thought (24 %), v2(1) = 12.52, p \ .001. In the entity

condition, a similar percentage of students chose future-

focused (44 %) and reality-focused self-regulatory thought

(56 %), v2(1) = 0.78, p = .38.1

Adjusting for expectations and incentive value To inves-

tigate whether implicit theories predict motivational focus

after adjusting for expectations and incentive value, we

repeated the above between-condition analyses for the

number of future versus reality aspects and for the chosen

thought modes entering expectations and incentive as pre-

dictors into the regression equations. Implicit theory condi-

tion predicted the number of future (vs. reality) aspects,

b = .21, t(88) = 1,98, p = .05, and the chosen self-regu-

latory thought, v2(1) = 10.17, p = .001, over and above

expectations and incentive. Neither expectations nor incen-

tive value predicted the number of future versus reality

aspects nor did they predict self-regulatory thought, all

ps [ .38. Finally, in a second step, we added all three two-

way interactions (Condition 9 Expectations, Condition 9

Incentive, and Expectations 9 Incentive) and the three-way

interaction (Condition 9 Expectations 9 Incentive) into

both regression equations. We did not observe any interac-

tion effect with expectations or incentive value regardless of

whether the dependent variables was number of chosen

aspects or self-regulatory thought, ps [ .23.

Discussion

Students who were led to adopt an incremental theory of

their intelligence—the view that that their intelligence is

changeable—focused more on the desired future and less

on the present reality of an important academic wish. That

is, they choose to elaborate more future-related (vs. reality-

related) aspects and engaged in more future-focused (vs.

reality-focused) self-regulatory thought than those who

were led to adopt an entity theory. In addition, whereas

incremental theorists focused more on the desired future

than on the present reality, entity theorists focused on the

future versus the reality to a similar extent. Apparently,

believing that one’s abilities can be improved makes the

desired future state more salient to people than believing

that one’s abilities cannot be changed.

Study 2 addressed limitations of Study 1. In Study 1, we

manipulated the implicit theories. To examine whether our

findings extend to people’s existing theories, in Study 2, we

measured the theories by questionnaire. Moreover, implicit

theories can be manipulated or measured in different

achievement domains. In Study 1, we manipulated the

theories of intelligence in the academic achievement

domain. To investigate whether our results hold true for an

achievement domain other than the academic domain, in

Study 2, we measured implicit theories in the sport

achievement domain. In addition, to shorten the procedure

of assessing motivational focus and because in Study 1 the

pattern of results did not change when we limited our

analysis only to the first two aspects participants chose, in

Study 2, participants had to elaborate just two instead of

four aspects. Finally, to examine whether our findings

extend to a different cultural context and to a different

sample than a student sample, we conducted Study 2 in the

U.S. using a sample of adult internet users.

Table 1 Frequency of all four thought modes per condition in Study

1

Condition n Self-regulatory thought

Mental

contrasting

Indulging Dwelling Reverse

contrasting

Incremental 46 16 19 4 7

Entity 46 10 10 8 18

1 In the paradigm by Kappes et al. (2011) employed here, students

were asked to choose four out of eight named aspects. The four

thought modes (mental contrasting, indulging, dwelling, and reverse

contrasting) were identified on the basis of the four chosen aspects.

However, one could also identify the thought modes on the basis of

only the first two chosen aspects. In this case, participants who chose

one future aspect followed by a reality aspect would be identified as

mental contrasting, those who chose two future aspects as indulging,

those who chose two reality aspects as dwelling, and those who chose

one reality aspect followed by a future aspect as reverse contrasting.

When we analyzed the data in this way the pattern did not change:

More students in the incremental (vs. entity) condition tended to

choose future-focused self-regulatory thought v2(1) = 3.07, p = .08

and fewer chose reality-focused self-regulatory thought v2(1) = 4.57,

p = .03.
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Study 2: Measuring implicit theories in the sport

domain

Methods

Participants and design

One hundred internet users from the U.S. (68 female, 28

male, 4 unidentified; Mage = 28.00 years, SD = 8.05)

participated. The study was advertised as a study on wishes

in the sport domain on Amazon MTurk. To be eligible for

participation persons had to play a sport. To verify that

participants played a sport, we asked: ‘‘What kind of sport

are you playing?’’ All participants reported playing at least

one sport. They received $.80 for participating. The study

used a correlational design.

Measuring implicit theories of sports ability

We measured implicit theories of sports ability using the

same three-item questionnaire that we used as a manipu-

lation check in Study 1, adapted to a sport context (Dweck

2007; e.g., ‘‘You have a certain level of ability in sport and

you can’t really do much to change it’’). As in Study 1, we

combined the three items to one index of implicit theories

(Cronbach’s a = .82). The higher participants’ score the

more they agreed with an incremental theory and the less

with an entity theory of their sports ability.

Measuring motivational focus: Desired future

versus present reality

We used the same paradigm as in Study 1, adapted to the

sports domain. Participants first named their most impor-

tant sport-related wish (they named e.g., longer duration,

running a faster time). We measured expectations and

incentive value via the same items and response scales as in

Study 1.

Generating and elaborating aspects Next, participants

listed two future aspects they associated with having real-

ized their wish (they named, e.g., better lung capacity,

getting fit) and two reality aspects that stood in the way of

realizing their wish (they named, e.g., being lazy, lack of

energy). As in Study 1, we counterbalanced the order in

which participants listed the aspects. To measure partici-

pants’ choice of aspects and order of elaboration, we gave

them the same instructions as in Study 1. Participants

elaborated upon two of the four listed aspects in total.

Scoring aspects As in Study 1, we counted the number

of future versus reality aspects each participant elabo-

rated on. Moreover, we differentiated future- versus

reality-focused self-regulatory thought according to the

number and order of the aspects participants chose to

elaborate: We classified participants as focusing on the

future if they chose one future aspect and one reality

aspect and began with a future aspect (mental contrast-

ing) or if they chose two future aspects (indulging). We

classified participants as focusing on the reality if they

chose one future aspect and one reality aspect, but began

with a reality aspect (reverse contrasting) and if they

chose two reality aspects (dwelling). Finally, participants

indicated their gender, age, and major of study. They

were then fully debriefed.

Results

Descriptive analyses

Mean expectations and incentive value were above the

midpoint of the 7-point scales (expectations: M = 5.86,

SD = 1.09; incentive: M = 6.00, SD = 1.09). Thus, as in

Study 1, participants had relatively high expectations for a

wish that was very important to them. Expectations and

incentive correlated positively, r = .54, p \ .001. Mean

implicit theory index was at 3.77 (SD = 1.15) of the

7-point scale. Implicit theory index did not correlate with

expectations, incentive value, or age, rs between -.12 and

-.06, ps [ .24. Finally, men and women did not differ in

their implicit theories, t(94) = .26, p = .80.

Order effects

As in Study 1, we did not observe any difference

between the two counterbalanced orders of aspect listing

(future aspects first vs. reality aspects first) in the number

of future versus reality aspects, t(98) = .62, p = .54, and

in the choice of self-regulatory thought (future focused

vs. reality focused), v2(1) = .82, p = .37. Thus, we

collapsed across order of aspect listing in the following

analyses.

Motivational focus

Number of future versus reality aspects First, to investi-

gate motivational focus between incremental and entity

theorists, we regressed the number of future (vs. reality)

aspects on participants’ continuous implicit theory index.

Implicit theory index predicted the number of future (vs.

reality) aspects, b = .21, t(98) = 2,12, p = .04. The more

participants adhered to an incremental theory, the more

future (vs. reality) aspects they chose to elaborate on.

Second, we investigated the number of future versus

reality aspects within incremental and entity theorists. Fol-

lowing Erdley et al. (1997), we classified participants into
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incremental and entity theorists by means of a mean-split on

participants’ implicit theory index. Incremental theorists

(n = 51) were participants with a score greater than 3.77 and

entity theorists (n = 49) were those with a score less than

3.77. Incremental theorists tended to elaborate more future

aspects (M = 1.20; SD = .72) than reality aspects (M =

.80; SD = .72), t(51) = 1.94, p = .058, d = .56. In entity

theorists, in contrast, the number of future (M = .88;

SD = .70) and reality aspects (M = 1.12; SD = .70), did

not differ, t(48) = 1.23, p = .22.

Future- versus reality-focused self-regulatory thought As

in Study 1, implicit theories did not differentially predict

the two future-focused thought modes (mental contrasting

vs. indulging), v2(1) = .04, p = .85, and the two reality-

focused thought modes (reverse contrasting vs. dwelling),

v2(1) = .39, p = .53.

To investigate self-regulatory thought between incre-

mental and entity theorists, we conducted a binary logistic

regression analysis with self-regulatory thought (future

focused vs. reality focused) as dependent variable and the

continuous implicit theory index as predictor. Implicit

theory index predicted self-regulatory thought, v2(1) =

9.39, p = .002. The more participants’ adhered to an

incremental (vs. entity) theory, the more they chose future-

focused (mental contrasting and indulging) rather than

reality-focused self-regulatory thought (dwelling and

reverse contrasting).

When comparing self-regulatory thought within implicit

theories, incremental theorists chose more future-focused

(68.6 %) than reality-focused self-regulatory thought

(31.3 %), v2(1) = 7.08, p = .008. In entity theorists, the

percentage of chosen future-focused (38.8 %) versus real-

ity-focused thought (61.2 %) did not differ, v2(1) = 2.50,

p = .12 (Table 2).

Adjusting for expectations and incentive value Performing

analogous analyses as in Study 1, we found that adjusting for

expectations and incentive value did not change the pattern

of results: Implicit theory index just missed to be significant

in predicting the number of future versus reality aspects,

b = .21, t(92) = 1,84, p = .07, but significantly predicted

self-regulatory thought, v2(1) = 8.36, p = .004. Incentive

value but not expectations predicted the number of future

versus reality aspects, b = -.16, t(92) = 2.03, p \ .05, and

b = .06, t(92) = .80, p = .42, respectively. Given that in

Study 1 incentive value did not predict the number of future

versus reality aspects and that in Study 2 neither expectations

nor incentive predicted self-regulatory thought, ps \ .60,

this may be a spurious finding. Finally, as in Study 1, we did

not observe any interaction effects with expectations or

incentive on the number of future versus reality aspects or

self-regulatory thought, ps [ .30.

Discussion

As in Study 1, the more participants adhered to an incre-

mental (vs. entity) theory, the more they focused on the

future (vs. reality). That is, they elaborated more future-

related aspects, and they engaged in more future-focused

self-regulatory thought. Moreover, incremental theorists

focused more on the future relative to the reality. Entity

theorists in contrast focused on the future and reality to a

similar extent. Study 2 thus replicated the findings of Study

1 in the domain of sports achievement and measuring

rather than manipulating implicit theories. Furthermore, we

revised the paradigm to assess students’ self-regulatory

thought by letting them choose and elaborate on two

instead of four aspects and still replicated the results of

Study 1. This finding is reassuring, as the new paradigm

allows a more specific and faster way of self-regulatory

thought identification.

General discussion

When given the opportunity to elaborate either future-

focused or reality-focused aspects of an important wish,

incremental theorists, emphasizing improving their abilities

for the future, elaborated more future and fewer reality

aspects than entity theorists. Accordingly, they also chose

more future-focused (mental contrasting and indulging)

and fewer reality-focused (dwelling and reverse contrast-

ing) self-regulatory thought. Overall, incremental theorists

focused more on the future than the reality (lopsided).

Entity theorists in contrast focused on the future versus the

reality to a similar extent (evenhanded). The pattern held

true when implicit theories were both measured (Study 1)

and manipulated (Study 2), in the academic (Study 1) and

in the sport achievement domain (Study 2), when self-

regulatory thought was identified by having participants

elaborate on four (Study 1) or only two (Study 2) aspects,

with German (Study 1) and American (Study 2) partici-

pants, and with students coming in the lab (Study 1) as well

as with adult internet users (Study 2).

Moreover, implicit theories predicted motivational focus

above and beyond people’s expectations of successfully

realizing their wish and the incentive value of their wish.

Table 2 Frequency of all four thought modes per group in Study 2

Group n Self-regulatory thought

Mental

contrasting

Indulging Dwelling Reverse

contrasting

Incremental 51 16 19 9 7

Entity 49 10 9 15 15
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This finding suggests that the pattern cannot be explained

by variations in expectations or incentive value – two key

factors in predicting cognitions related to motivation and

the self-regulation of goal pursuit (summaries by Oettingen

2012; Oettingen et al. 2013). Of importance also our

findings held true for participants with low and high

expectations as well as for participants with low and high

incentive value. Because expectations are strongly influ-

enced by past success and failure (Bandura 1997) they may

indicate people’s performance history. Thus our results

seem to hold for people with more versus less successful

past performance.

Implications for the social cognitive model

of achievement motivation

Implicit theories affect cognitions relevant for goal pursuit

in achievement situations. For example, incremental (vs.

entity) theorists attributed past failures more to a lack of

effort and less to a lack of ability (Hong et al. 1999). Rather

than focusing on cognitions about past events, our research

goes beyond existing studies by investigating how implicit

theories affect cognitions about the desired future and the

present reality. Specifically, our findings suggest that

cognitions about the desired future are particularly salient

(i.e., accessible) to incremental theorists. Therefore,

incremental theorists might more readily see opportunities

to learn and to expand their abilities as well as to find ways

of realizing the desired future. Future research may use

primed lexical decision tasks to investigate whether the

desired future is indeed more accessible to incremental (vs.

entity) theorists.

Moreover, an entity theory of ability can be further

differentiated into a theory of ability as stable to external

forces (e.g., situational changes such as a different school

teacher) versus stable to internal forces (e.g., effort; Pom-

erantz and Saxon 2001). A theory of ability as stable to

external (vs. internal) forces was associated with more

beneficial motivational consequences (e.g., better perfor-

mance, greater preference for challenge, and self-enhanc-

ing attributions). Future research could investigate whether

a theory of ability as stable to external (vs. internal) forces

may differentially affect motivational focus.

Finally, research investigated the impact of the implicit

theories on self-regulatory thought in various domains. For

example, incremental (vs. entity) theorists engaged in less

evaluative processing of information about other persons

(Hong et al. 1997), engaged in less avoidant coping when

experiencing set-backs in dieting (Burnette 2010), endorsed

fewer defensive strategies (upward rather than downward

comparison) when experiencing threat to their self-esteem

(Nussbaum and Dweck 2008), and more strongly rejected

vengeance to regulate their emotions after peer conflicts

(Yeager et al. 2011). We go beyond these findings by

showing that implicit theories also affect self-regulatory

thought regarding people’s goal pursuit: Incremental

(vs. entity) theorists used more future-focused and less

reality-focused self-regulatory thought. Apparently, incre-

mental theorists take the future more than the reality as the

starting point for mentally elaborating potential goal pur-

suits, whereas entity theorists take the future and reality to a

similar extent.

Implications for fantasy realization theory

Taking the future as the starting point for elaborating one’s

wishes provides the opportunity for behavior change: Elab-

orating the future first, followed by reality, as in mental

contrasting, induces expectancy-dependent goal pursuit.

Elaborating only the future as in indulging does not promote

expectancy-dependent goal pursuit by itself, but is a pre-

requisite for mental contrasting which in turn leads to

expectancy-dependent goal pursuit. Elaborating the reality

first as in dwelling and reverse contrasting in contrast does

not provide the opportunity for expectancy-dependent goal

pursuit, as the future cannot function as an anchor to which

the reality can be contrasted. Thus, starting mental elabora-

tions with the future should be associated more with behavior

change than starting with the reality. Recent research indi-

cates that people switch from indulging in the future to

mental contrasting the future with reality, when the demand

to regulate their goal-pursuit is high, for instance, when they

anticipate that they will have to engage in goal-relevant

action in the near future (Sevincer and Oettingen 2013).

We measured self-regulatory thought applying the par-

adigm from Kappes et al. (2011). In three studies by

Kappes et al. (2011) the baseline use of the two future-

focused thought modes (mental contrasting and indulging)

ranged between 53 and 70 % of participants. In Study 1 of

the present work, in the incremental condition 76 % of

participants used the future-focused thought modes com-

pared to 43 % in the entity condition. This pattern suggests

that holding an incremental theory may increase future-

focused self-regulatory thought whereas holding an entity

theory may decrease it.

Finally, entity (vs. incremental) theorists in general are

less successful in coping with setbacks. Incremental theorists

use setbacks as information that more effort needs to be

invested and feel defiant (Molden and Dweck 2006). Entity

theorists on the other hand show avoidance behavior (Hong

et al. 1999), negative affect (Robins and Pals 2002), and

decreased performance (Dweck 1999) when confronted with

setbacks. A series of studies indicated that mental contrasting

as opposed to indulging and dwelling improves people’s

responses to setbacks in the form of negative feedback

according to expectations of success (Kappes et al. 2012a). In
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these studies mental contrasting promoted the processing of

negative feedback, as indicated by a better recall for state-

ments containing negative feedback (Study 1). The enhanced

processing of negative feedback in turn fuelled goal pursuit

as indicated by enhanced formation of plans (Study 2).

Moreover, mental contrasting shielded participants’ self-

reported competence and facilitated beneficial attributions

for the negative feedback (i.e., attributions to unstable, spe-

cific, and external causes as well as to lack of effort; Study 3).

Given the findings of Kappes et al. (2012b) and the present

findings that entity theorists are reluctant to use mental

contrasting (and indulging) it seems to be especially

important to teach entity theorists how to employ mental

contrasting so that they will improve coping with set-backs

in their goal pursuits.

Because motivational orientations or implicit theories may

also influence the effectiveness of self-regulatory thought

(e.g., Lockwood et al. 2002) future research should investigate

whether incremental and entity theorists benefit to a similar

extent from mental contrasting, that is, whether mental con-

trasting leads to expectancy-dependent goal pursuits in

incremental and entity theorists alike. For example, incre-

mental theorist who mental contrast may interpret their

thoughts about the present reality as valuable information on

how to attain the desired future. This may trigger a necessity to

act which may activate expectations of success. On the other

hand, entity theorists who mental contrast may interpret their

thoughts about the present reality as shortcomings and fail-

ures, triggering avoidance, thus preventing a necessity to act

and activation of expectations. Therefore, mental contrasting

might be more effective in producing selective goal pursuits

for incremental than for entity theorists.

Implications for research on motivational focus

Future research may investigate other person and context

variables that may influence motivational focus. According

to regulatory focus theory (Higgins 1998), people with a

promotion focus are more concerned with change (i.e.,

improving their current state) whereas those with a preven-

tion focus are more concerned with maintenance (i.e., not

worsen their current state; see also Leonardelli and Lakin

2009). Further studies may explore whether a promotion

focus makes people focus more on the future whereas a

prevention focus makes them focus more on the reality.

Conclusion

People with an incremental theory of ability focused more

toward the future (vs. reality) than those with an entity

theory when thinking about an important wish. Apparently

incremental more than entity theorists take the future as the

starting point of their wish fulfillment and goal pursuit. The

findings extend research on implicit theories by showing

that people’s beliefs about the malleability or stability of

ability influence motivational focus when people are given

the opportunity to think about their wishes; they extend

research on goal pursuit by showing that people’s choice of

self-regulatory thought depends on their implicit theories

about their ability.

Acknowledgments Preparation of this article was supported by

German Science Foundation grant OE 237/10-1 to Gabriele Oettin-

gen. We thank Greta Wagner and Linus Wittmann for their help with

collecting the data.

References

Atkinson, J. W. (1957). Motivational determinants of risk-taking

behavior. Psychological Review, 64, 359–372.

Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efficacy: The exercise of control. New York,

NY: Freeman.

Blackwell, L., Trzesniewski, K., & Dweck, C. S. (2007). Implicit

theories of intelligence predict achievement across an adolescent

transition: A longitudinal study and an intervention. Child

Development, 78, 246–263.

Burnette, J. L. (2010). Implicit theories of body weight: Entity beliefs

can weigh you down. Personality and Social Psychology

Bulletin, 36, 410–422.

Cury, F., Elliot, A. J., Da Fonseca, D., & Moller, A. C. (2006). The

social-cognitive model of achievement motivation and the 2 9 2

achievement goal framework. Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, 90, 666–679.

Dweck, C. S. (1986). Motivational processes affecting learning.

American Psychologist, 41, 1040–1048.

Dweck, C. S. (1999). Self-theories: Their role in motivation, personality,

and development. Philadelphia, PA: Psychology Press.

Dweck, C. S. (2007). Mindset: The new psychology of success. New

York, NY: Random House.

Dweck, C. S., & Leggett, E. L. (1988). A social-cognitive approach to

motivation and personality. Psychological Review, 95, 256–273.

Dweck, C. S., Mangels, J., & Good, C. (2004). Motivational effects

on attention, cognition, and performance. In D. Y. Dai & R.

J. Sternberg (Eds.), Motivation, emotion, and cognition: Inte-

grated perspectives on intellectual functioning. Mahwah, NJ:

Erlbaum.

Erdley, C. A., Cain, K. M., Loomis, C. C., Dumas-Hines, F., &

Dweck, C. S. (1997). Relations among children’s social goals,

implicit personality theories, and responses to social failure.

Developmental Psychology, 33, 263–272.

Gollwitzer, A., Oettingen, G., Kirby, T. A., Duckworth, A. L., &

Mayer, D. (2011). Mental contrasting facilitates academic

performance in school children. Motivation and Emotion, 35,

403–412.

Higgins, E. T. (1998). Promotion and prevention: Regulatory focus as

a motivational principle. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in

experimental social psychology (Vol. 30, pp. 1–46). New York:

Academic Press.

Hong, Y., Chiu, C., Dweck, C. S., Lin, D., & Wan, W. (1999). Implicit

theories, attributions, and coping: A meaning system approach.

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 77, 588–599.

Hong, Y., Chiu, C., Dweck, C. S., & Sacks, R. (1997). Implicit

theories and evaluative processes in person cognition. Journal of

Experimental Social Psychology, 33, 296–323.

Motiv Emot (2014) 38:36–46 45

123



Husman, J., & Lens, W. (1999). The role of the future in student

motivation. Educational Psychologist, 34, 113–125.

Johannessen, K. B., Oettingen, G., & Mayer, D. (2012). Mental

contrasting of a dieting wish improves self-reported health

behaviour. Psychology & Health, 27, 43–58.

Kappes, H. B., Oettingen, G., Mayer, D., & Maglio, S. (2011). Sad

mood promotes self-initiated mental contrasting of future and

reality. Emotion, 11, 1206–1222.

Kappes, A., Oettingen, G., & Pak, H. (2012a). Mental contrasting and

the self-regulation of responding to negative feedback. Person-

ality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 38, 845–857.

Kappes, A., Singmann, H., & Oettingen, G. (2012b). Mental

contrasting instigates goal pursuit by linking obstacles of reality

with instrumental behavior. Journal of Experimental Social

Psychology, 48, 811–818.

Klinger, E. (1977). Meaning and void: Inner experience and the

incentives in people’s lives. Minneapolis, MN: University of

Minnesota Press.

Leonardelli, G. J., & Lakin, J. L. (2009). The new adventures of

regulatory focus: Self-uncertainty and the quest for diagnostic

feedback. In R. M. Arkin, K. C. Oleson, & P. J. Carroll (Eds.),

The uncertain self: A handbook of perspectives from social and

personality psychology (pp. 249–265). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence

Erlbaum Associates.

Lockwood, P., Jordan, C., & Kunda, Z. (2002). Motivation by

positive or negative role models: Regulatory focus determines

who will best inspire us. Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, 83, 854–864.

Molden, D. C., & Dweck, C. S. (2006). Finding ‘‘meaning’’ in

psychology: A lay theories approach to self-regulation, social

perception, and social development. American Psychologist, 61,

192–203.

Mueller, C. M., & Dweck, C. S. (1998). Intelligence praise can

undermine motivation and performance. Journal of Personality

and Social Psychology, 75, 33–52.

Murphy, M. C., & Dweck, C. S. (2010). A culture of genius: How an

organization’s lay theories shape people’s cognition, affect, and

behavior. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 36,

283–296.

Nussbaum, D., & Dweck, C. S. (2008). Defensiveness versus

remediation: Self-theories and modes of self-esteem mainte-

nance. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 34, 599–612.

Oettingen, G. (2000). Expectancy effects on behavior depend on self-

regulatory thought. Social Cognition, 18, 101–129.

Oettingen, G. (2012). Future thought and behavior change. In

W. Stroebe & M. Hewstone (Eds.), European Review of Social

Psychology, vol. 23, pp 1–63.

Oettingen, G., Marquardt, M. K., & Gollwitzer, P. M. (2012). Mental

contrasting turns positive feedback on creative potential into

successful performance. Journal of Experimental Social Psy-

chology, 48, 990–996.

Oettingen, G., Mayer, D., & Brinkmann, B. (2010). Mental contrast-

ing of future and reality: Managing the demands of everyday life

in health care professionals. Journal of Personnel Psychology, 9,

138–144.

Oettingen, G., Mayer, D., Sevincer, A. T., Stephens, E. J., Pak, H., &

Hagenah, M. (2009). Mental contrasting and goal commitment:

The mediating role of energization. Personality and Social

Psychology Bulletin, 35, 608–622.

Oettingen, G., Wittchen, M., & Gollwitzer, P. M. (2013). Regulating

goal pursuit through mental contrasting with implementation

intentions. In E. A. Locke & G. P. Latham (Eds.), New

developments in goal setting and task performance (pp. 523–

548). New York, NY: Routledge.

Pomerantz, E. M., & Saxon, J. L. (2001). Conceptions of ability and

self-evaluative processes: A longitudinal examination. Child

Development, 72, 152–173.

Rattan, A., & Dweck, C. S. (2010). Who confronts prejudice? The

role of implicit theories in the motivation to confront prejudice.

Psychological Science, 21, 952–959.

Robins, R. W., & Pals, J. L. (2002). Implicit self-theories in the

academic domain: Implications for goal orientation, attributions,

affect, and self-esteem change. Self and Identity, 1, 313–336.

Sevincer, A. T., & Oettingen, G. (2013). Spontaneous mental

contrasting: Situational and person predictors. Poster presented

at the 14th annual meeting of the society for personality and

social psychology. New Orleans, LA.

Spinath, B., & Stiensmeier-Pelster, J. (2001). Implicit theories about

the malleability of intelligence and ability. Psychologische
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