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ABSTRACT This study tested the hypothesis that individual differences in
the tendency to engage in self-handicapping were related to beliefs about the
mutability of ability attributes and the pursuit of different achievement goals.
Correlational data indicated that high self-handicappers as defined by the Self-
Handicapping Scale (Jones & Rhodewalt, 1982) believed that ability traits were
more innately detennined. They were more likely to endorse performance
goals (demonstration of ability) than were low self-handicappers. Low self-
handicappers, in contrast, held a more incremental view of ability traits and
pursued learning goals (increasing competence). Results are discussed in terms
of the cognitive underpinnings of self-protective behavior.

People often do seemingly peculiar things when their self-images are
on the line. Consider, for example, the champion boxer who arrives
to defend his title poorly conditioned and considerably overweight.
His poor conditioning would undoubtedly ensure defeat, an outcome
the champion would most certainly be motivated to avoid. Jones and
Berglas (1978) have coined the term self-handicapping to refer to the
strategic creation of obstacles to successful performance. Although
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self-handicapping increases the likelihood of failure, it permits the self-
handicapper to externalize poor performance and protect self-esteem.

Over a decade of research has named a host of behaviors as poten-
tial self-handicaps, including drug and alcohol consumption (Berglas
& Jones, 1978; Higgins & Harris, 1988; Tucker, Vuchinich, & Sobel,
1981), lack of practice (Rhodewalt, Saltzman, & Wittmer, 1984), re-
duced effort (Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1983; Rhodewalt & Fairfield,
1991), unfavorable performance settings (Rhodewalt & Davison, 1986;
Shepperd & Arkin, 1989), test anxiety (Smith, Snyder, & Handelsman,
1982), traumatic life events (DeGree & Snyder, 1985), and symptom re-
ports (Mayerson & Rhodewalt, 1988; Smith, Snyder, & Perkins, 1983).

Other research has informed us about the conditions that precipi-
tate self-handicapping behavior. Self-presentational concerns (Kolditz
& Arkin, 1982) and anticipated threats to self-esteem (C. R. Snyder &
Smith, 1982), particularly uncertainty about one's ability (Berglas &
Jones, 1978), trigger the enactment of self-handicapping.

There are also individual differences in the tendency to employ self-
handicaps. For example, research with the Self-Handicapping Scale
(Jones & Rhodewalt, 1982) indicates that individuals who score high on
this scale appear to possess a proclivity to use excuses and handicaps in
the service of self-esteem protection (see Rhodewah, 1990, for review).
For example, it has been found that high self-handicappers will forego
practice or withdraw effort when uncertain about their ability to per-
form successfully (Rhodewalt & Fairfield, 1991; Rhodewalt et al.,
1984).

Being called upon to provide evidence of an ability about which one is
uncertain appears to be a proximal cause of self-handicapping (Berglas
& Jones, 1978). However, not everyone responds to such threats with
self-protective acts. The goal in the present article is to understand why
some people who are worried about their ability to demonstrate some
desired trait turn to self-handicapping while others in the same dilemma
do not resort to such tactics. The present analysis approaches this ques-
tion by drawing upon Dweck and Leggett's (1988) recently developed
social-cognitive model of personality and motivation (see also Elliot &
Dweck, 1988).

Goals and Implicit Theories

The Dweck and Leggett (1988) model is based upon earlier observations
of children's "mastery-oriented" or "helpless" reactions to challenge
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(Diener & Dweck, 1978, 1980; Dweck, 1975; Dweck & Reppucci,
1973). People who display the helpless pattern attempt to avoid chal-
lenge and give up in the face of failure. In contrast, mastery-oriented
people seek challenge and persist or increase effort in response to fail-
ure.

A paradoxical element of this research is that individuals display-
ing the different patterns do not differ in ability. Dweck and Leggett
(1988) propose that rather than being ability-related, the two response
patterns are associated with different achievement goals which in turn
are related to different implicit theories about the nature of ability (see
NichoUs, 1984, for a similar discussion). Specifically, the helpless pat-
tern is thought to be related to the pursuit of performance goals in
achievement situations. That is, helpless individuals are concerned with
demonstrating ability and obtaining positive feedback that affirms the
desired attributes. The mastery-oriented pattern is associated with the
pursuit of learning goals. Mastery-oriented people are interested in
increasing their competence.

Dweck and Leggett (1988) further propose that different implicit
theories about the nature of intelligence underlie an orientation toward
either performance or learning goals. According to their formulation,
helpless people focus on performance goals because they view intelli-
gence as A fixed entity. They believe that their intellectual abilities are
immutable and therefore can only be demonstrated but not improved.
Thus, their concern about performance, avoidance of challenging but
risky situations, and withdrawal of effort are motivated by their belief
that failure indicates an unalterable inadequacy on their part. Mastery-
oriented individuals entertain the theory that intelligence is incremental.
For these individuals intelligence is a competence that can be cuUivated
and improved.

Another way of illustrating the Dweck and Leggett model is to say
that beliefs about the mutability or immutability of attributes give rise to
different objectives in challenging achievement contexts which, in turn,
motivate different coping strategies in response to failure. The preferred
strategies appear to be increased (mastery-oriented) or decreased (help-
less) effort. It should be noted that according to Dweck and Leggett, the
display of a mastery-oriented or helpless reaction is a function of goal
and confidence in ability. When confidence is high, both performance
and learning goals will produce mastery-oriented behavior (high effort)
but when confidence is low, those with performance goals will respond
with helplessness.



Goals, Implicit Theoiies, and
Self-Handicapping

Although decrements in effort often indicate helplessness or giving
up in the face of challenge, reduced effort can also be a strategy for
the protection of self-esteem (Frankel & Snyder, 1978; M. L. Snyder,
SmoUer, Strenta, & Frankel, 1981). Studies have shown that individuals
will sometimes withdraw effort in anticipation of poor performance on
an important or ability-relevant task (Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1983;
Rhodewalt & Fairfield, 1991). In fact, effort withdrawal can be con-
sidered one example of self-handicapping behavior (Jones & Berglas,
1978). In self-protective terms, the withdrawal of effort permits the
discounting of attributions for poor performance to lack of ability.

Thus, one line of research suggests that effort withdrawal is linked
to implicit theories of the self and outcome goals, while a second line
of research indicates that it is a strategy employed by individuals, par-
ticularly self-handicappers, as a response to an anticipated threat to
the self.

The present study attempted to link these two areas of research by ex-
ploring the hypothesis that individual differences in self-handicapping
are associated with different implicit theories about the mutability of at-
tributes and abilities. In tum, these differences in implicit theories lead
high and low self-handicappers to pursue different goals in achievement
settings. Specifically, it was predicted that high self-handicappers would
be more likely to express the view that traits are fixed entities, while low
self-handicappers would be more likely to endorse an incremental view
of traits. It was also predicted that high self-handicappers would be
most interested in performance goals and low self-handicappers would
be most interested in leaming goals.

A questionnaire study was conducted to test these hypotheses. Par-
ticipants, who had previously completed the Self-Handicapping Scale,
responded to a set of questions that probed their beliefs about the de-
gree to which various attributes were fixed versus malleable. They then
completed a measure of goals in achievement settings.

Self-esteem was included as a second individual difference for two
purposes. First, self-esteem is inversely correlated with level of self-
handicapping. Previous research indicates that the Self-Handicapping
Scale predicts self-handicapping behavior when self-esteem is con-
trolled, while self-esteem does not predict self-handicapping behavior
independent of the Self-Handicapping Scale (Rhodewalt & Fairfield,
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1991; Strube, 1986). Accordingly, self-esteem was included in the
present study to show that specific implicit theories and performance
goals were related to the tendency to self-handicap rather than a function
of self-esteem.

The second reason for including self-esteem is that differences in
self-esteem might be directly related to implicit theories and goals.
Baumeister, Tice, and Hutton (1989) have proposed that self-esteem
as measured by conventional self-esteem scales is an index of self-
presentational motive. According to them, high self-esteem refiects an
orientation to self-aggrandize. High self-esteem individuals will take
risks in order to claim desirable traits. In contrast, low self-esteem (actu-
ally moderate self-esteem in their view) is characterized as a cautious,
self-protective style of self-presentation. Low self-esteem individuals
like to maintain a positive self-view but are eager to avoid humilia-
tion or embarrassment. The underlying interpersonal motives to self-
aggrandize versus self-protect might be related to implicit theories and
performance goals. It is likely that low self-esteem individuals believe
that traits are fixed entities and thus engage in self-protective behavior
more often than do high self-esteem people.

Subjects

Eighty subjects (44 males and 36 females) recruited from undergraduate intro-
ductory psychology courses participated in the study. Recruitment was limited
to individuals who had participated in a mass testing session conducted at
the beginning of the term. Subjects received partial course credit for their
participation.

Assessment oi Sell-Handicapping and
Sell-Esteem

The Self-Handicapping Scale is a 25-item questionnaire that probes people's
tendencies to use self-handicapping behaviors, such as lack of effort ("I would
do a lot better if I tried harder"), illness ("I suppose I feel 'under the weather'
more often than most"), and procrastination ("I tend to put things off to the
last moment"), in conjunction with evaluative performances. The items also
tap concerns about achievement. Rhodewalt et al. (1984) report that the scale
is internally consistent (coefficient alpha, r = .78) and temporally stable (test-
retest at 1 month, r = .74). In addition, the scale has shown good predictive
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validity (Hirt, Deppe, & Gordon, 1991; Rhodewalt, 1990; Rhodewalt et al.,
1984; Strube, 1986; Strube & Roemmele, 1985). The median score of 72 on
the Self-Handicapping Scale in the present population is quite similar to that
observed in past research (Rhodewalt et al., 1984).

Self-esteem was assessed by the 20-item Revised Janis-Field Feelings of
Inadequacy Scale (Eagly, 1969, cited in Robinson & Shaver, 1973). Robin-
son and Shaver (1973) report that the Revised Janis-Field Scale has been used
extensively in past research and correlates highly with other measures of self-
esteem (e.g., the California Personality Inventory's Esteem Scale, r = .67;
self-ratings of esteem, r = .60). Split-half reliabilities for the scale have ranged
from .72 to .88 (Robinson & Shaver, 1973); the scale has also demonstrated
adequate convergent and discriminant validity (Hamilton, 1971). Again, the
median score of 73 on this measure was similar to that reported in past research
(Baumeister et al., 1989).

Assessment of Implicit Theories

A questionnaire was designed to probe individuals' implicit theories about
traits as incremental or fixed entities. An attempt was made to collect con-
vergent evidence by measuring implicit theories using three types of ques-
tions across three domains of attributes: athletic ability, intelligence, and
social skills. First, for each attribute subjects were asked to respond to five
open-ended questions: {a) "What does it mean to be athletic (smart, socially
skilled)?", {b) "What does it mean to be unathletic (unintelligent, socially
unskilled)?", (c) "Why are some people athletic (smart, socially skilled)?",
{d) "Why are some people unathletic (not smart, socially unskilled)?", and
(e) "What, if anything, could someone do to become more athletic (smarter,
more socially skilled)?"

Next, subjects read brief paragraphs that described a person who was ath-
letic, intelligent, or socially skilled. For example, subjects read, "Mary has
just graduated from college with a 3.69 GPA. She was assistant editor of the
school newspaper. She received a scholarship to medical school and she will
begin her studies in the fall." Subjects were asked to rate the hypothetical per-
son's intelligence, athletic ability, or social skill on a 7-point scale bounded
by the endpoints "extremely below average" and "extremely above average."
Subjects were then presented with a list of factors that could contribute to the
hypothetical person's good performance and asked to distribute 100 points
among the factors in proportion to the degree to which the subject felt the
factor was the likely cause of the performance. The factors were chosen to
include innate ability (e.g., innate intelligence), effort (e.g., amount of effort
put into school work), task difficulty (e.g., difficulty of major), and situational
factors (e.g., quality of the schools and college attended).

Finally, for each general attribute subjects were presented with a list of
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seven more specific attributes and asked to indicate how much each feature
could be improved by the person's effort (1 = not at all; 5 = a great deal). For
example, the general category of intelligence included the components verbal,
reading, and math ability, abstract and spatial reasoning, general knowledge,
and creativity.'

Assessment of Goals

Goals were measured with the Personal Goals in School Scale (Nicholls,
Patashnick, & Nolen, 1985). Subjects indicated the extent to which they agreed
(1 = not at all; 5 = very much) with 21 statements each beginning with the
stem, "I feel most successful if . . . ." The scale contains three subscales
measuring learning goals (eight items), performance goals (five items), and
the goal of work avoidance (eight items). Examples of learning goals (labeled
task orientation by Nicholls et al., 1985) include "I learned something interest-
ing," "What I learned really makes sense," "A lesson makes me think about
things," and "I solve a problem by working hard." Examples of performance
goals (labeled ego and social orientation by Nicholls et al., 1985) are "I am
the only one who can answer a question," "I do the work better than other
students," and "I get higher test scores than my friends." The work avoidance
subscale included the items "I didn't have to work hard," "I didn't have any
tough tests," and "I do almost no work and get away with it." Coefficient
alphas in the present study were r = .82 for learning goals, r = .71 for perfor-
mance goals, and r = .87 for work avoidance. Performance and learning goals
were negatively related, r(80) = - .22, p < .05, performance goals and work
avoidance were positively related, r = .48,;? < .001, and learning goals and
work avoidance were unrelated, r = - . 13, nj.

Procedure

The Self-Handicapping Scale and the Janis-Field Self-Esteem Scale were in-
cluded in a mass testing administered at the beginning of the term. Subjects
who had completed the mass testing were recruited by telephone to partici-
pate in a study concerning people's beliefs about personality. They were run
in groups of 3 to 10 people. After all subjects in a group completed the
questionnaire packet, they were debriefed and given credit.

1. The components of athletic ability were coordination, flexibility, strength, endur-
ance, speed, and physique. The components of social skill were friendliness, sense of
humor, confidence, warmth, communication abiUty, ability to form close relationships,
and outgoing.



Overview

The results are presented in three sections, as follows. Reported first
are the relations between implicit theories and achievement goals. Next,
the relations among self-handicapping, self-esteem, and implicit theo-
ries are described. Finally, the associations among self-handicapping,
self-esteem, and goals are reported.

Implicit Theories, Ability Domains, and
Achievement Goals

Implicit theories. With respect to implicit theories, three kinds of ques-
tions were designed in order to provide convergent evidence of subjects'
underlying views about the relative contributions of nature versus nur-
ture to personality attibutes. Responses to the open-ended questions
"Why are some people smart or not smart (athletic or unathletic, more
or less socially skilled)?" and "What, if anything, could someone do
to become smarter (more athletic, more socially skilled)?" were scored
by two independent raters on the dimensions of the extent to which the
responses cited innate qualities, motivation and effort, or situational
factors. The raters made their evaluations on 7-point scales bounded
by the endpoints "not at all" and "very much." Interrater reliabili-
ties across the nine ratings ranged from .65 to .95, with an average
reliability of .87. Average ratings were used in the analyses.

Subjects were also presented with vignettes depicting an athletic,
intelligent, or socially skilled target person and asked to evaluate the
causes of the target person's precosity. A question following each
vignette served as a manipulation check. Subjects were asked to indi-
cate how smart, athletic, or socially skilled the target was compared to
other people. A 2 x 2 x 2 x 3 (High vs. Low Self-Handicapper x
High vs. Low Self-Esteem x Male vs. Female x Athletic, Intelli-
gent, Social Skill Target Person) repeated measures analysis of variance
(ANOVA) on these ratings revealed an effect only for the target person,
F(2, 143) = 7.99, p < .001 .̂  The athletic target person was rated more

2. For the purpose of analyses across domains of ability, subjects were categorized as
high or low self-handicappers and high or low self-esteem on the bases of median splits
on the respective scales. The median of 72 on the Self-Handicapping Scale resulted in
39 low self-handicappers and 41 high self-handicappers. Likewise the median of 73 on
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athletic compared to others (m = 6.2), the intelligent target was rated
more intelligent compared to others (m = 5.7), and the socially skilled
target was rated more socially skilled compared to others (m = 5.7).
More important and as intended, all target individuals were viewed as
above average on the target attribute (the midpoint of the 7-point scale,
4, was labeled "average compared to others").

The third source of data bearing on implicit theories was subjects'
ratings of the extent to which the target persons' effort could improve
their athleticism, intelligence, and social skill. For each domain subjects
rated seven related attributes for how much each could be improved
by the person's effort. Coefficient alphas were computed for the seven
attributes within each domain and indicated modest to acceptable levels
of intemal consistency (athletic ability, r= .55; intellectual ability, r =
.77; and social skills, r = .82). Accordingly, the ratings within each
domain were averaged to produce malleability indices.

Ability domain. Although not the central concem of the investigation,
the data across domains of ability permit the assessment of the gener-
alizability of people's fixed-entity versus incremental views of ability.
For each measure of implicit theory, 2 x 2 x 2 x 3 (High vs. Low
Self-Handicapping x High vs. Low Self-Esteem x Male vs. Female x
Athletic Ability, Intelligence, Social Skill) multivariate analyses of vari-
ance (MANOVAs) were conducted in order to determine if people's
theories differed as a function of ability domain. Although there were
significant differences among domains across all measures, suggesting
domain-theory specificity, the patterns of means were not consistent
across the different assessments of implicit theories. In response to the
open-ended questions, subjects indicated that social skills were more
innately determined (m = 4.6) than athletic ability (m = 4.1) or intel-
ligence (m = 3.9), F(2, 143) = 7.36, p < .001, and that effort played
the greatest role in athletic ability (w = 4.5), followed by intelligence
(m = 3.7) and then social skill (m = 2.2), F(2, 143) = 55.00, p <
.001. They also indicated that situational factors had a greater influence
on social skills (m = 3.3) than on intellectual ability (m = 3.0) and
athletic ability (m = 2.0), F(2, 143) = 16.02, p < .001. Responses to
the vignettes revealed that subjects believed that innate factors made the
greatest contribution to athletic ability (m = 24.4), followed by social

the Self-Esteem Scale resulted in 37 subjects being classified as low self-esteem and 43
being classified as high self-esteem.
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skills (m = 22.7) and then intelligence (m = 19.0), F(2, 143) = 10.31,
p < .001. Unlike their responses to the open-ended questions, subjects
believed that in the vignettes the target person's effort contributed more
to good intellectual performance (m = 30.0) than to a good athletic
performance (m = 26.8) or display of social skills (m = 19.8), F(2,
143) - 20.10, p < .001. Subjects also differed in their beliefs about the
extent to which effort could improve performance as a function of the
ability domain. They indicated that effort could most improve athletic
ability (m = 4.3) and to a lesser extent intellectual ability (m = 4.1),
and could least improve social skills (m = 3.9), F(2, 143) = 11.94,
p< .001.

At the same time, there was evidence of generalizability of im-
plicit theories across ability domains. Correlations within items across
domains (e.g., effort improves athletic ability with effort improves intel-
lectual ability) suggest a modest level of cross-domain consistency; 16
out of 18 correlations were significant at the .05 level (average r =
.27, range, .19 to .45). It is also notable that the repeated measures
ANOVAs on domains revealed that there were no interactions between
ability domain and level of self-handicapping or domain and level of
self-esteem. Given this evidence of consistency across ability domains,
the three domains were averaged to form composites for all remaining
analyses.

Implicit theories and ability domain. Table 1 provides evidence for the
attempt to gain convergent measures of subjects' implicit theories of
ability. In support of the convergence of the measures, ratings of innate
causes of ability in the open-ended responses correlated significantly
with attributions to innate causes in the vignettes, as did ratings of effort
and situational influence in the two measures. Although ratings of in-
nate causes correlated negatively with ratings of effort and situational
factors both within the open-ended measure and within the vignette re-
sponses, one should keep in mind that the indices are ipsative and the
correlations are most likely artifactual. Table 1 also shows that attribu-
tions of effort were related to ratings of the extent to which effort can
improve the attribute. While innate causes correlated negatively with
effort as a cause, citation of innate causes was not significantly related
to the belief that effort could improve upon abihty.

Implicit theories and achievement goals. Correlations between beliefs
about the causes of abihty traits and achievement goals are also reported
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in Table 1. Consistent with the Dweck and Leggett (1988) model, per-
formance goals were significantly associated with the belief that ability
traits were innately determined. Also supportive of Dweck and Leg-
gett's model were the significant positive correlations between the be-
lief that effort could improve ability and the endorsement of teaming
goals. Although ratings of effort as a cause of ability traits were not
significantly related to leaming goals, the belief that effort could im-
prove ability was associated with the endorsement of such objectives.
None of the measures of implicit theory were related to the motive to
avoid work.^

SeU-Handicapping, SeU-Esteem, and
Implicit Theories

Table 1 also provides information about the relations among levels of
self-handicapping, self-esteem, and implicit theories of ability. As in
previous research (Rhodewalt, 1990), self-handicapping was negatively
related to self-esteem. More pertinent to the present hypothesis, self-
handicapping was positively correlated with the citing of innate factors
as causes of ability. Surprisingly, level of self-handicapping was un-
related to the beliefs that effort had an effect on ability. Self-esteem,
in contrast, was related to the belief that ability could be improved
with effort. Self-esteem was not correlated with any other measure of
implicit theory.

In order to assess the independent and combined effects of levels of

3. Because the scale used in this study to measure goals (Personal Goals in School
Scale) pertains to academic settings, it is possible that theories about intellectual ability
are more closely related to achievement goals than the theories about athletic ability and
social skills are. Correlations with the ability domains indicate that this is not consis-
tently the case. Within both the open-ended response and vignette responses, citation
of innate factors for athletic ability and intelligence correlated equally negatively with
learning goals (open-ended rs = - .32 and - . 2 5 , respectively; vignette rs = - . 3 0
and - . 2 7 , respectively) and equally positively with performance goals (open-ended
rs = .24 and .21, respectively; vignette rs = .25 and .25, respectively). Implicit innate
theories about social skills were unrelated to achievement goals. In contrast, beliefs
that effort improves ability were positively correlated with learning goals for intellectual
ability and social skills (rs = .32 and .30, respectively) but not with beliefs about effort
and athletic abUity (r = .08). Beliefs that effort improves athletic ability were positively
correlated with performance goals (r = .21), while beliefs that effort improves intel-
ligence were negatively correlated with performance goals (r = - .28) . Beliefs about
effort and social skills were unrelated to performance goals (r = - . 10).
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self-handicapping and self-esteem on differences in implicit theories,
multiple regression analyses were computed for each implicit theory
dependent measure. The regression model for the analyses involved
three independent variables, self-handicapping (SH) and self-esteem
(SE) scaled continuously, and sex of subject coded dichotomously
(female = — 1, male = 1 ) . Means were subtracted from both continu-
ous variables so that the three main effect terms all had means of 0.
These variables were entered on the first step, three two-way interaction
terms were entered second, and the three-way interaction was entered
third. These analyses revealed that in their responses both to the open-
ended questions and to the vignettes, high self-handicappers were more
likely to attribute high ability to innate factors (open-ended responses,
/?2 = .25, F[3 , 76] = 8.32, p < .001, SH 6 = .48; vignette responses,
/?2 =- .11, F[3 , 76] = 3.22, p < .03, SH b = .26)." There were no
other significant effects across the attributional dimensions of effort or
situational factors on either measure of implicit theory.

The self-handicapping effect did not emerge on the malleability mea-
sure (how much attributes can be improved with effort); instead, both
self-esteem and gender predicted the belief that effort improves ability,
/?2 = .29, F(3, 76) = 10.06, p < .001; self-esteem b = .57, sex of
subject b = - .22. The effect for sex of subject indicated that females
reported that effort improved ability to a greater extent than did males.

Self-Handicapping, Self-Esteem, and
Achievement Goals

Having demonstrated that high self-handicappers were more likely than
low self-handicappers to attribute positive ability-related outcomes to
fixed, innate sources, differences in achievement goals between high
and low self-handicappers can now be examined. Table 1 reveals that,
as predicted, level of self-handicapping is positively related to the en-
dorsement of performance goals and work avoidance and negatively
related to the endorsement of leaming goals. Self-esteem was positively
correlated with leaming goals and unrelated to performance and work
avoidance.

Multiple regression analyses in which levels of self-handicapping,

4. Computing the same regression analyses on each measure (open-ended, vignette,
malleability) within each domain (athletics, social skills, intelligence) produced iden-
tical patterns of significant results.



self-esteem, and sex of subject were entered on the first step, followed
by their two- and three-way interactions, revealed several significant
results. As predicted, level of self-handicapping was significantly and
independently related to the endorsement of performance goals, R^ =
.23, F(3, 76) = 7.43, p < .001, b = .48. Leaming goals were en-
dorsed more strongly by females, b = -.21, p < .05, and, to a lesser
extent by high self-esteem subjects, b = .22, p < .10, R^ = .13, F{3,
76) = 3.75, p < .05. Although in the predicted direction, level of self-
handicapping did not reliably, independently predict the endorsement of
leaming goals, b = -.n,p < .15. Finally, level of self-handicapping
was positively associated with the goal of work avoidance, R^ = .10,
F(3, 76) = 4 .05 ,p< .01 , f e= .30.

Before turning to the main issue of individual differences in self-handi-
capping, implicit theories, and goals, several general observations war-
rant mention. The present results support the Dweck and Leggett (1988)
social-cognitive model of motivation and personality. Across two re-
sponse formats, subjects who stated that good performances are attrib-
utable to innate person factors also reported that they pursued perfor-
mance goals in achievement contexts. That is, those with a fixed-entity
theory stated their goal was to demonstrate evidence of high ability
compared to others. In contrast, those subjects who believed that abili-
ties could be improved with effort stated that they pursued leaming
goals in achievement situations. For the attributes of athletic abihty,
intelligence, and social skills, those who believed that abilities could be
improved through effort were least likely to endorse performance goals.
The pattern of correlations is consistent with the notion that people who
view abilities as uncontrollable, fixed traits pursue goals that involve
affirmation of the desirable attribute. People who subscribe to the in-
cremental view that abilities are controllable and can be increased with
effort pursue learning goals and, to some extent, eschew performance
motives.

It appears, however, that people are not "pure" theorists but rather
hold both fixed-entity and incremental views to varying degrees. This
is evidenced by the absence of significant negative correlations be-
tween attributions of ability to innate causes and beliefs that these same
abilities can be improved with effort. This finding contrasts with the
Dweck and Leggett (1988) model in which people are either helpless
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or mastery-oriented, performance- or leaming-directed, and incremen-
tal or fixed-entity theorists. The present data are more in accord with
Nicholls (1984), who holds that people pass through a developmental
sequence with regard to conceptions of ability. Children believe that
ability is a function of effort and gaining competence (incremental),
while adolescents come to believe that ability is capacity-like and mea-
sured relative to the performance of others (fixed-entity). According
to Nicholls, for any individual one conception of ability and, conse-
quently, goal can be rendered salient relative to the other conception
as a function of task difficulty, feedback, extrinsic contingencies, and
perceived ability. Thus, individual differences in implicit theories are
best conceived as differences in emphasis rather than mutually exclusive
conceptions of traits.

It was also found that people's implicit theories of ability were similar
across the domains of athletics, intelligence, and social skills. This find-
ing is consistent with Weiner's (1985) contention that ability domains
are phenotypically different but causally similar.

Returning to the central issue, the results indicate that there are sig-
nificant differences in implicit theories and goals between high and low
self-handicappers. As predicted, high self-handicappers appear to be
inclined more toward fixed-entity theories than low self-handicappers.
Accordingly, high self-handicappers are guided by performance goals
or the motive to obtain positive feedback to a greater degree than low
self-handicappers.

In the present investigation, self-esteem was assessed primarily as
a control variable. Given the negative relationship between individual
differences in self-handicapping and self-esteem (Rhodewalt, 1990), an
attempt was made to demonstrate that it was the proclivity to engage
in self-handicapping behavior, and not global level of self-esteem, that
was related to fixed-entity theories and performance goals. The findings
support this contention in that the self-handicapping effects obtained
when controlling for level of self-esteem. However, level of self-esteem
independently predicted the belief that abilities can be improved with
effort and the endorsement of leaming goals. These findings take on
different meanings depending on one's definition of self-esteem. If, as
Baumeister et al. (1989) have argued, self-esteem reflects differences
between self-protective and self-enhancing motives, it is consistent
that self-enhancing, high self-esteem individuals would be incremen-
tal theorists and self-protective, low (actually moderate) self-esteem
individuals would be fixed-entity theorists. The findings are not totally
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consistent with this prediction. While endorsing both the belief that
effort improves ability and learning goals, high self-esteem individuals
were not more likely to state that innate factors were less important in
determining ability.

A second way of viewing the self-esteem findings is to consider that
global self-esteem is positively associated with confidence about the self
(Baumgardner, 1990; Campbell, 1990; Pelham, 1991) or self-perceived
competence (Nicholls, 1984). Perhaps people confident in their abilities
or those believing they possess certain competencies are most willing to
acknowledge the role of effort and pursue leaming goals in achievement
settings. Low self-esteem individuals who are less confident in their
abilities or who doubt they possess competency would likely shy away
from the risky path of investing effort and attempting to improve those
abilities. Again, the current findings are only partially consistent with
this view but suggest that global self-esteem bears on the individual's
beliefs about ability and the pursuit of achievement goals in ways that
are not yet understood.

Previous theorists have suggested that several motives underlie self-
handicapping behavior. For example, Jones and Berglas (1978) have
proposed that uncertainty about a desired attribute comes from a ca-
pricious reinforcement history. People who have had a successful but
response-noncontingent past are likely to self-handicap when called
upon to perform in the present. C. R. Snyder and Smith (1982) have
offered an "Adlerian" interpretation of self-handicapping, which in-
cludes the notion that self-handicaps are also employed to conceal
underlying feelings of inferiority. The present formulation complements
and extends both perspectives. All of the perspectives contain the
notion that the proximal motive to self-handicap is uncertainty regard-
ing the ability either to produce evidence of a desired attribute or to
avoid damage to one's self-image. Moreover, Jones and Berglas dis-
cuss the sources of uncertainty. The present view addresses the more
distal motives that would lead one to react to self-uncertainty with
self-handicapping rather than with some more "constructive" response
such as taking lessons, trying harder, or preparing better. To the fixed-
entity theorist the implications of failure are so damaging that it is to be
avoided at all costs. Those with an incremental orientation, on the other
hand, have much less to lose when they encounter negative feedback. In
fact, such information is useful because it suggests that self-corrective
action is needed. The cmcial difference is that incremental theorists be-



Theories a n d Goals 83

lieve that self-corrective action is possible, while fixed-entity theorists
have their doubts.

The present findings are largely consistent with the view that self-
handicapping is a response of those who hold a nativist implicit theory
of competency and, in turn, pursue performance goals. Although sup-
portive, the findings are correlational and beg the kind of causal in-
terpretation implied by the model. My colleagues and I are currently
conducting studies in which we are manipulating implicit theories and
performance goals and examining their effects on self-handicapping
behavior.

To conclude, the present approach to the study of self-handicapping
behavior is in the spirit of current conceptions of personality, which
emphasize cognitive substrata as key to understanding the organiza-
tion of behavior (Cantor, 1990; Cantor & Kihlstrom, 1987). Cantor
describes a process whereby individuals interpret their current life tasks
in terms of accessible schemata and devise cognitive strategies to guide
behavior in the service of meeting life-task demands. I believe that it
will be fmitful to investigate self-handicapping from this perspective.
Self-handicapping might not seem so "peculiar" when it is viewed as
a strategy executed to meet the life task of self-image maintenance by
those who hold fixed-entity schemata.
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