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This research investigated the role of children’s implicit theories of peer relationships in their
psychological, emotional, and behavioral adjustment. Participants included 206 children (110
girls; 96 boys; M age = 10.13 years, SD = 1.16) who reported on their implicit theories of peer
relationships, social goal orientation, need for approval, depressive and aggressive symptoms, and
exposure to peer victimization. Parents also provided reports on aggressive symptoms. Results
confirmed that holding an entity theory of peer relationships was associated with a greater
tendency to endorse performance-oriented social goals and to evaluate oneself negatively in the
face of peer disapproval. Moreover, entity theorists were more likely than incremental theorists to
demonstrate depressive and aggressive symptoms when victimized. These findings contribute to
social-cognitive theories of motivation and personality, and have practical implications for
children exposed to peer victimization and associated difficulties.
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From early in life, children are required to navigate the complex world of peer relationships.
Along the way, they make decisions about with whom they wish to develop and maintain
relationships. They also make judgments about their competence and their likelihood of
success in these relationships. Whereas some children may believe that maximizing their
social competence and building relationships with peers require sustained effort and
persistence, others may believe that relationships are destined to either succeed or fail. These
perspectives on relationships are likely to play a critical role in children’s adjustment. The
goal of the present research was to examine the implications of variability in children’s
implicit theories of peer relationships for psychological, emotional, and behavioral wellbeing.

Implicit Theories of Relationships
According to Dweck and colleagues, people assign meaning and structure to social
interactions through the development of lay or implicit theories about themselves and the
world (Dweck, 1999; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Molden & Dweck, 2006). These theories
reflect fundamental differences in the extent to which people believe that personal attributes
are fixed and unchangeable (entity theories) versus malleable and increasable (incremental
theories). Research supports the presence of distinct individual differences in the extent to
which people hold entity versus incremental theories of personal attributes (for reviews, see
Dweck, 1991; Dweck, 1999; Dweck, Hong, & Chiu, 1993; Dweck & Leggett, 1988),
including intelligence (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Henderson & Dweck,
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1990) and personality (Erdley, Cain, Loomis, Duman-Hines, & Dweck, 1997), as well as of
romantic relationships (Franiuk, Cohen, & Pomerantz, 2002; Knee, 1998; Knee, Patrick, &
Lonsbary, 2003).
This variability in implicit theories contributes to a constellation of psychological processes
(for reviews, see Dweck, 1999; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Molden & Dweck, 2006).
Importantly, theory and research link implicit theories of intelligence and personality to
specific patterns of goal orientation and self-evaluative processes. Entity theorists tend to
pursue performance-oriented goals that focus on obtaining positive judgments of their
competence and avoiding negative judgments of their competence, whereas incremental
theorists tend to pursue mastery-oriented goals that focus on learning and developing their
competence (Blackwell et al., 2007; Erdley et al., 1997; for reviews, see Dweck, 1999;
Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Because entity theorists view attributes as fixed and
unchangeable, it is critical for them to prove that they possess desirable attributes.
Moreover, evidence that threatens their sense of competence would have particularly
negative implications for their self-evaluation. In contrast, because incremental theorists
view attributes as malleable, they are more likely to focus on developing desirable attributes
and should feel less threatened by others’ evaluations of their competence.

NIH-PA Author Manuscript

Extending prior theory and research, this study explored variability in children’s implicit
theories of peer relationships. It was expected that children would differ in the extent to
which they viewed social competence and the quality of peer relationships as static
characteristics or as dynamic characteristics that can develop over time. Specifically, entity
theorists may hold the belief that children are endowed with either desirable or undesirable
social attributes, causing them to be either accepted or disliked by their peers, and that
children are destined to have either positive or negative relationships, with little opportunity
for change. In contrast, incremental theorists may hold the belief that children can become
more accepted by peers and that, through effort, children can improve their peer
relationships over time.
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More specifically, this study examined the idea that these differing perspectives on peer
relationships have implications for children’s social goal orientation and self-appraisals in
the context of peer relationships. With regard to social goal orientation, it was hypothesized
that entity relative to incremental theories would be associated with a greater tendency to
endorse performance-oriented social goals, which focus on demonstrating social
competence, and a lesser tendency to endorse mastery-oriented social goals, which focus on
developing social competence. Consistent with work by Dweck and colleagues (Erdley et
al., 1997), a distinction was made between high-risk and low-risk performance goals. Highrisk performance goals involve obtaining social approval but are difficult to achieve; if
achieved, a child gains status in the peer group (e.g., impressing peers, proving one’s
popularity). Low-risk performance goals involve minimizing the risk for social failure (e.g.,
interacting with someone with whom one is sure to succeed). Children with entity theories
may place high priority on both high- and low-risk performance goals. Pursuing high-risk
performance goals maximizes children’s likelihood of proving their social competence,
which is critical for children who believe that social competence is a fixed quality. Pursuing
low-risk performance goals minimizes children’s likelihood of receiving negative feedback
that would provide evidence of one’s lack of competence. However, children with entity
theories are unlikely to pursue mastery goals as they believe that social competence and the
quality of peer relationships are fixed characteristics with little room for development.
With regard to self-evaluation implicit theories were expected to predict children’s tendency
to base their self-appraisals on the judgments of peers. Prior research documents individual
differences in children’s need for approval from peers (Rudolph, Caldwell, & Conley,
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2005). This need for approval is reflected in two dimensions: positive approval-based selfappraisals (a tendency toward enhanced self-worth, such as feeling proud of oneself or
feeling like a good person, in the face of social approval) and negative approval-based selfappraisals (a tendency toward diminished self-worth, such as feeling ashamed of oneself or
feeling like a bad person, in the face of social disapproval). It was predicted that children
with entity relative to incremental theories of peer relationships would show a greater need
for approval. Because these children view social competence and peer relationships as fixed
qualities, positive feedback should bolster their sense of worth but negative feedback should
threaten their sense of worth. In contrast, children with incremental relative to entity theories
of peer relationships should view feedback—either positive or negative—as less reflective
of their core self-worth; rather, this feedback merely provides an opportunity for growth in
social skills or relationship-building.

Role of Implicit Theories of Relationships in Responses to Social Challenge
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Dweck and colleagues (Erdley et al. 1997; Molden & Dweck, 2006) further suggest that
implicit theories are likely to influence how people interpret and respond to challenges or
setbacks in their lives. Accordingly, implicit theories of peer relationships may determine
whether social challenges (e.g., peer rejection, conflict) are debilitating and undermine
children’s well-being or whether children are able to maintain optimal functioning despite
social challenges. Children with entity theories likely feel more threatened by social
challenges than those with incremental theories. If children believe that social competence
and the quality of peer relationships are static and unchangeable, peer problems would
signify that they permanently lack desirable social attributes and that they are destined to
experience poor relationships with peers. Thus, it was expected that these children would be
susceptible to adjustment difficulties in the face of social challenge. In contrast, if children
believe that social competence and the quality of peer relationships can be cultivated over
time, peer problems would merely signify the need for increased effort toward improvement.
Thus, these children would cope more effectively with challenge, thereby protecting them
from adjustment difficulties.
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Indeed, research supports the idea that implicit theories guide emotional and behavioral
responses to setbacks and social challenges. Adults with entity theories of romantic
relationships show more avoidant, passive, or hostile responses to conflict whereas those
with incremental theories of romantic relationships show improvement-oriented strategies in
the face of disagreements (Franiuk et al., 2002; Knee et al., 2003). Entity theorists also are
more likely than incremental theorists to end a dissatisfying relationship (Franiuk et al.,
2002; Knee, 1998). Moreover, college students with entity theories show greater
vulnerability to dysphoria, and less effective coping once they experience dysphoria, than
those with incremental theories (Baer, Grant, & Dweck, 2005). In children, entity theorists
(particularly those with low levels of confidence) make more negative self-attributions and
show more helpless responses to social failure than do incremental theorists (Erdley et al.,
1997). Holding an entity theory of personality also increases children’s tendency to make
global negative judgments about others and to recommend punishment for others who
commit transgressions (Erdley & Dweck, 1993). Thus, entity theorists are more inclined
toward both negative self-inferences and dysphoria, as well as negative inferences about
others and hostility, in the face of challenge.
Building on this research, the present study investigated whether holding an entity relative to
incremental theory of peer relationships amplified emotional difficulties (depressive
symptoms) and behavioral difficulties (aggressive symptoms) in the context of social
challenge. Specifically, this study examined whether implicit theories moderated the link
between peer victimization and adjustment difficulties. Research suggests that the majority
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of children experience some degree of victimization by peers, making it a common and
salient social stressor during childhood (Frey et al., 2005; Hoover, Oliver, & Hazler, 1992;
Olweus, 1992). Based on general findings regarding the role of implicit theories in guiding
responses to challenge (for a review, see Molden & Dweck, 2006), as well as specific
findings linking entity theories with both negative self-inferences and dysphoria (Baer et al.,
2005; Erdley et al., 1997) and negative other-inferences and hostility (Erdley & Dweck,
1993; Knee et al., 2003), it was anticipated that children with entity relative to incremental
theories of relationships would show heightened depressive and aggressive symptoms in the
context of peer victimization.
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In sum, the present study examined two sets of hypotheses: (a) implicit theories of peer
relationships would be linked to children’s social goal orientation and self-appraisals in the
context of peer relationships, and (b) implicit theories of peer relationships would moderate
the association between exposure to peer victimization and adjustment difficulties (i.e.,
depressive and aggressive symptoms). These hypotheses were examined during middle to
late childhood, a stage during which individual differences in children’s implicit theories
have been documented (e.g., Erdley & Dweck, 1993; Erdley et al., 1997), and children’s
beliefs about peer relationships have important implications for their adjustment (e.g.,
Troop-Gordon & Ladd, 2005). Understanding individual differences in children’s
orientation toward peer relationships during this developmental stage has critical
implications for identifying children at risk for a declining trajectory in relationship
functioning across the challenging transition to adolescence. Because girls and boys show
differing orientations toward peer relationships (for a review, see Rose & Rudolph, 2006),
sex differences in the proposed network of associations were examined.

Method
Participants
Participants were 206 children (110 girls; 96 boys; M age = 10.13 years, SD = 1.16) with
informed consent who were recruited from several elementary schools in the Midwestern
region of the United States and participant pools of two developmental research projects.
The children were primarily White (87.4%), with a few other ethnic groups represented
(4.9% African American, 2.4% Asian American, 1.5% Latino/a, .5% Native American, and
3.4% multi-ethnic or other). Families were from diverse economic backgrounds representing
a range of income levels: under $30,000 (7.8%), $30-44,999 (20.3%), $45-59,999 (17.7%),
$60,000-74,999 (20.8%), $75,000-89,999 (15.1%), and over $90,000 (18.2%).
Procedure
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Families who had previously participated in research projects either in the schools or at the
University of Illinois were contacted by telephone to assess their interest in participating in
the study. If families indicated interest, they were scheduled for a laboratory session. Upon
arrival at the session, the study was described in detail to families; parents provided written
consent and children provided written assent. Several measures were then administered to
the children. Researchers read each question and response option aloud, and children circled
their responses. Parents independently completed a measure of aggressive symptoms.
Measures
Table 1 presents descriptive information and intercorrelations among the measures.
Implicit theories of peer relationships—Children completed the twelve-item Implicit
Theories of Peer Relationships Questionnaire, developed for this study to assess children’s
beliefs about the nature of peer relationships. This measure was modeled after measures of
Soc Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2011 January 1.
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implicit theories of intelligence and personality (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Erdley & Dweck,
1993; Erdley et al., 1997; Henderson & Dweck, 1990). Using a similar format and wording,
items from prior measures of implicit theories were adapted to assess entity versus
incremental theories of peer relationships (e.g., “Kids like you a certain amount and you
really cannot do much to change it.” “Either kids get along or they don’t, and nothing they
do will change things.”). Children rated how true each item was on a scale of 1 (Not at All)
to 5 (Very Much). Consistent with a large body of prior research (e.g., Erdley & Dweck,
1993; Erdley et al., 1997; Henderson & Dweck, 1990), statements were worded as entity
theories. Research has shown that most children tend to endorse incremental statements
when presented in the context of entity statements because they are socially desirable. When
only entity beliefs are presented, children with entity theories will agree with the statements,
whereas those with incremental theories indicate their disagreement. Indeed, there is
evidence that individuals who disagree with entity statements describe attributes in a manner
that is consistent with an incremental theory (see Erdley & Dweck, 1993; Erdley et al.,
1997). Scores were calculated as the mean of the 12 items (α = .85).
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Consistent with prior research, these scores were used in two ways. Some research measures
implicit theories as continuous variables (e.g., Blackwell et al., 2007; Franiuk et al., 2002);
thus, one set of analyses was conducted using the mean scores, with higher scores reflecting
greater endorsement of an entity theory. Other research measures implicit theories in terms
of dichotomous groups (e.g., Erdley & Dweck, 1993; Erdley et al., 1997); thus, a second set
of analyses was conducted using a grouping variable. Categorical scores for implicit theories
have been calculated in different ways across studies. Some research uses an extreme-group
approach. For example, Erdley and Dweck (1993) created one group of children who scored
in the top one-third of their sample and a second group of children who scored in the bottom
one-third of their sample; children in the middle one-third were omitted from analyses.
Other research has grouped individuals into those scoring above and below the mean of the
sample (Erdley et al., 1997). Both grouping approaches have advantages: The former yields
more distinct groups of entity versus incremental theorists; the latter yields greater power
due to inclusion of the entire sample. Thus, categorical analyses were conducted using both
approaches. An extreme-group approach resulted in 76 entity theorists and 67 incremental
theorists. A mean-split approach resulted in 99 entity theorists and 107 incremental theorists.
Entity and incremental theorists did not differ in sex based on either the extreme-group
approach, χ2(N = 143, df = 1) = 1.74, ns, or the mean-split approach, χ2(N = 206, df = 1) =
1.17, ns.
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Goal orientation—Children completed a questionnaire designed to assess their social goal
orientation (Erdley et al., 1997). This measure presents children with five hypothetical,
challenging social situations (e.g., talking with a new classmate; deciding whom to invite to
a party; finding someone to play with at recess). Five of the original six scenarios were used
due to time constraints. Children rated on a scale of 1 (Really Disagree) to 6 (Really Agree)
the extent to which they would pursue each of three goals within each situation: (a) mastery
goals (α = .80), which involve learning and developing relationships (e.g., talking honestly
about what you are like and finding out what the other child is like; inviting the children you
would like to get to know better to the party; asking someone to play whom you would like
to get to know better), (b) high-risk performance goals (α = .75), which involve proving
one’s status in the peer group (e.g., talking about your friends, especially the popular
children, to impress the child; inviting the most popular children to the party; asking
someone to play with whom everyone wants to play so people know how popular you are),
and (c) low-risk performance goals (α = .62), which involve minimizing the risk for social
failure or negative social judgment (e.g., talking about anything the new child wants so that
the child will be sure to like you; inviting the children to the party whom you are sure will
say yes; asking someone to play with whom you have played before, because you know they
Soc Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2011 January 1.
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will say yes). Three scores were calculated as the mean of the ratings for each type of goal
across scenarios. Validity of this measure has been established through associations with
children’s social confidence and implicit theories of personality; moreover, sex differences
in social goals endorsed on this measure are consistent with prior research (Erdley et al.,
1997).
Need for approval—Children completed the Need for Approval Questionnaire (Rudolph
et al., 2005), which assesses the extent to which children base positive views of the self on
peer approval (α = .76; e.g., “When other kids like me, I feel happier about myself.” “Being
liked by other kids makes me feel better about myself.”), and the extent to which children
base negative views of the self on peer disapproval (α = .83; e.g., “I feel like I am a bad
person when other kids don’t like me.” “When other kids don’t like me, I feel embarrassed
about myself.”). Each subscale is composed of four items rated on a scale of 1 (Not at All) to
5 (Very Much). Two scores were calculated by computing the mean of the four items for
each subscale. Confirmatory factor analyses have revealed that need for approval is a twodimensional construct (Rudolph et al., 2005). Moreover, both concurrent and discriminant
validity of this measure have been established. Specifically, need for approval is associated
in the anticipated direction with social-evaluative concerns, and is distinct from global selfworth (Rudolph et al., 2005).1
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Peer victimization—Children completed a revised version of the Social Experience
Questionnaire (SEQ), a well-validated measure of peer victimization (Crick & Grotpeter,
1996). The original measure includes five items assessing exposure to overt victimization
(e.g., “How often do you get hit by another kid?”) and five items assessing exposure to
relational victimization (e.g., “How often do other kids leave you out on purpose when it’s
time to play or do an activity?”). The measure was extended by adding two items tapping
other aspects of overt victimization (e.g., “How often do you get teased by another kid?”)
and five items tapping relational victimization specifically in the context of friendships (e.g.,
“How often does a friend get even with you by spending time with new friends instead of
you?” “How often does a friend who is mad at you ignore you or stop talking to you?”),
yielding a total of 17 items. Children reported the extent to which they had experienced each
type of victimization on a scale of 1 (Never) to 5 (All the Time). Research suggests that selfreports of victimization provide valid information that corresponds to reports by peers
(Graham & Juvonen, 1998), teachers (Ladd & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2002), and parents
(Bollmer, Harris, & Milich, 2006) in middle childhood; self-reports of victimization
correspond with behavioral observations as early as kindergarten (Kochenderfer & Ladd,
1997). Preliminary analyses included separate indices of overt and relational victimization.
Because these types of victimization were strongly correlated (r = .69, p < .001), and
analyses revealed highly similar patterns for the two subscales, a single index of peer
victimization (α = .93) was computed by calculating the mean of the 17 items, with higher
scores reflecting more victimization.
Depressive symptoms—Children completed the Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI;
Kovacs, 1980/81), one of the most widely used self-report measures of depressive symptoms
in youth. The CDI includes 27 items that yield a total score ranging from 0 to 54. For each
item, youth endorsed one of three statements that describe no, mild, or severe depressive
symptoms. Adequate internal consistency and test-retest reliability have been established
(Kovacs, 1980;Smucker, Craighead, Craighead, & Green, 1986). High internal consistency
(α = .90) was found in the present sample.

1Because this measure was added when the study was partially complete, it is available on only 94 children.

Soc Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2011 January 1.

Rudolph

Page 7

NIH-PA Author Manuscript

Aggressive symptoms—Children completed the aggression subscale of the Youth SelfReport (Achenbach, 1991b), and parents completed the aggression subscale of the Child
Behavior Checklist (Achenbach, 1991a). These subscales include 19 and 20 items,
respectively, assessing aggressive behaviors (e.g., “I am mean to others.” “I get in many
fights.” “I threaten to hurt people.” “I tease others a lot.”). Children and parents rated on a
scale of 0 (Not True) to 2 (Very True or Often True) how much each item described their
(self-report) or their child’s (parent report) behavior. A total score was calculated as the sum
of the ratings across items. Adequate reliability and validity of these measures have been
established (Achenbach, 1991a, 1991b). High internal consistency (αs = .84 and .87,
respectively) was found in the present sample. A composite score of aggressive symptoms
was calculated by standardizing and averaging child and parent reports.

Results
Overview of Analyses

NIH-PA Author Manuscript

The first set of analyses examined hypotheses concerning the associations among implicit
theories of peer relationships, psychological functioning (social goal orientation and need
for approval), and emotional and behavioral adjustment (depressive and aggressive
symptoms). These associations were examined with correlations for the continuous implicit
theories index, and with t-tests for the categorical implicit theories indexes. The second set
of analyses examined hypotheses regarding the extent to which implicit theories of peer
relationships moderated the link between peer victimization and adjustment difficulties.
Each set of analyses initially examined possible sex differences in the correlates of implicit
theories of relationships.
Implicit Theories as a Predictor of Psychological and Emotional Functioning
Preliminary analyses revealed no significant Implicit Theories × Sex interactions in the
prediction of psychological functioning, emotional adjustment, or behavioral adjustment.
Thus, correlations and t-tests were conducted across sex.
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Consistent with predictions, entity theories were significantly positively associated with
performance-oriented social goals (both high- and low- risk) and were significantly
negatively associated with mastery-oriented social goals (see Table 1). Thus, children who
viewed their peer relationships as nonmalleable were more likely to focus on impressing
their peers and on avoiding negative judgments, and were less likely to focus on developing
positive peer relationships. T-test analyses revealed a similar pattern for performance goals,
with entity theorists endorsing significantly higher levels than incremental theorists for both
the extreme-group approach, |ts|(141) ≥ 2.48, ps < .05, and the mean-split approach, |ts|(204)
≥ 2.19, ps < .05; entity and incremental theorists did not significantly differ in their
endorsement of mastery goals for the extreme-group approach, t(141) = 1.24, ns, or for the
mean-split approach, t(204) = 1.33, ns.
Also as anticipated, entity theories were significantly positively associated with more
negative approval-based self-appraisals; entity theories were not significantly associated
with positive approval-based self-appraisals (see Table 1). Thus, children who viewed their
peer relationships as nonmalleable were more likely to feel poorly about themselves when
they received disapproval from their peers. This association was replicated in the t-test
analyses for the extreme-group approach, t(67) = -2.33, p < .05, and for the mean-split
approach, t(92) = -2.90, p < .01.
Finally, entity theories were significantly positively associated with depressive but not
aggressive symptoms (see Table 1). T-test analyses revealed a similar pattern for depressive
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symptoms, with entity theorists endorsing significantly higher levels than incremental
theorists for both the extreme-group approach, t(141) = -4.17, p < .001, and the mean-split
approach, t(204) = -4.21, p < .001. T-test analyses revealed marginal differences for
aggressive symptoms, with entity theorists endorsing somewhat higher levels than
incremental theorists for both the extreme-group approach, t(141) = -1.67, p < .10, and the
mean-split approach, t(204) = -1.96, p = .05.
Implicit Theories as a Predictor of Responses to Victimization
Hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine the hypothesis that
entity theories would amplify emotional and behavioral difficulties in the context of peer
victimization. Three sets of analyses were conducted for each outcome (depressive
symptoms and aggressive symptoms). The first set used the continuous index of implicit
theories, and the second and third sets used the two categorical indexes of implicit theories.
For each analysis, the main effects of peer victimization and implicit theories were entered
in the first step, and the Peer Victimization × Implicit Theories interaction was entered in the
second step. The continuous predictors were mean-centered. Preliminary analyses examined
whether sex moderated the Peer Victimization × Implicit Theories interactions. The threeway interaction term was nonsignificant for all three sets of analyses. Table 2 displays the
results of the analyses collapsed across sex.
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Depressive symptoms—Using the continuous index of implicit theories, the first
analysis predicting depressive symptoms revealed significant main effects of peer
victimization and implicit theories; these main effects were qualified by a significant Peer
Victimization × Implicit Theories interaction. Following Aiken and West (1991), this
interaction was interpreted by solving the unstandardized regression equation to predict
depressive symptoms from peer victimization at low (-1 SD), moderate (mean), and high (+1
SD) levels of implicit theories. Analysis of the slopes of the lines revealed that victimization
was significantly more strongly associated with depressive symptoms in the context of high,
β = .66, t(201) = 9.35, p < .001, than low, β = .22, t(201) = 2.51, p < .05, levels of entity
theories; victimization was moderately associated with depressive symptoms in the context
of moderate levels of entity theories, β = .44, t(201) = 7.51, p < .001 (see Figure 1a).
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Using the extreme-group categorical index of implicit theories, the second analysis
predicting depressive symptoms revealed significant main effects of peer victimization and
implicit theories; these main effects were qualified by a significant Peer Victimization ×
Implicit Theories interaction. Following Aiken and West (1991), this interaction was
interpreted by solving the unstandardized regression equation to predict depressive
symptoms from peer victimization for entity theorists and incremental theorists. Analysis of
the slopes of the lines revealed that victimization was significantly associated with
depressive symptoms for entity theorists, β = .65, t(74) = 7.37, p < .001, but was only
marginally associated with depressive symptoms for incremental theorists, β = .21, t(65) =
1.74, p < .10 (see Figure 1b). Using the mean-split categorical index of implicit theories, a
very similar pattern of effects was found, although decomposition of the interaction revealed
that victimization was significantly associated with depressive symptoms for entity theorists,
β = .64, t(96) = 8.11, p < .001, and for incremental theorists, β = .37, t(105) = 4.02, p < .001.
Aggressive symptoms—Using the continuous index of implicit theories, the first
analysis predicting aggressive symptoms revealed a significant main effect of peer
victimization, a nonsignificant main effect of implicit theories, and a nonsignificant Peer
Victimization × Implicit Theories interaction.

Soc Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2011 January 1.

Rudolph

Page 9

NIH-PA Author Manuscript

Using the extreme-group categorical index of implicit theories, the second analysis
predicting aggressive symptoms revealed a significant main effect of peer victimization, a
nonsignificant main effect of implicit theories, and a significant Peer Victimization ×
Implicit Theories interaction. This interaction was interpreted by solving the unstandardized
regression equation to predict aggressive symptoms from peer victimization for entity
theorists and incremental theorists. Analysis of the slopes of the lines revealed that
victimization was significantly associated with aggressive symptoms for entity theorists, β
= .52, t(74) = 5.25, p < .001, but not for incremental theorists, β = .18, t(65) = 1.49, ns (see
Figure 2). Using the mean-split categorical index of implicit theories, a very similar pattern
of effects was found (see Table 2), although decomposition of the interaction revealed that
victimization was significantly associated with aggressive symptoms for entity theorists, β
= .47, t(96) = 5.26, p < .001, and for incremental theorists, β = .23, t(105) = 2.47, p < .05.

Discussion
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This study examined the implications of children’s implicit theories of peer relationships for
their psychological, emotional, and behavioral adjustment. Consistent with theory and prior
research in other domains (Dweck, 1999; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Molden & Dweck,
2006), the present research suggests that entity theories represent part of a broader
orientation toward peer relationships that emphasizes demonstrating one’s competence and
being evaluated positively in one’s relationships rather than developing and improving one’s
relationships. Moreover, children with entity relative to incremental theories have a greater
tendency to demonstrate emotional and behavioral difficulties in the context of social
challenge.
Implications of Implicit Theories for Social Goal Orientation and Self-Evaluative Processes
Entity theories were associated with a heightened performance goal orientation and a
diminished mastery goal orientation, with particularly robust effects for performance goals.
Moreover, entity theorists were more inclined than incremental theorists to demonstrate a
strong need for approval from peers. In particular, entity theorists showed a tendency toward
diminished self-worth in the face of social disapproval, suggesting that they were likely
driven by a motivation to avoid negative judgments from others. This network of
associations supports hypotheses derived from Dweck’s social-cognitive perspective on
motivation and personality (Dweck, 1999; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Molden & Dweck,
2006), thus providing construct validity for a newly developed measure of implicit theories
of peer relationships and suggesting that this perspective can be applied to understand
individual differences in children’s approach to peer relationships.
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Children who endorse entity theories of peer relationships have a great deal at stake in the
context of social interactions. Because they view social competence and the quality of peer
relationships as fixed, proving their competence and avoiding negative judgments from
peers is essential for protecting their sense of worth. In contrast, children who endorse
incremental theories of peer relationships are better able to devote their psychological
resources toward improving their competence and developing positive relationships with
peers. Because incremental theorists perceive their social competence and relationship status
as dynamic and subject to change, evaluative feedback is less relevant to their self-worth.
Rather, this feedback may be viewed as useful for self-improvement and the cultivation of
relationships. Interestingly, although entity theorists reported diminished self-worth in the
face of disapproval, they did not report enhanced self-worth in the face of approval. Thus,
entity theorists seem more sensitive to negative than positive evaluative feedback from
peers. Perhaps their self-worth is sufficiently fragile that they are unable to incorporate
positive feedback into their self-evaluation; even when they receive such feedback they may
still feel the need to further prove their social competence. It is also possible that entity
Soc Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2011 January 1.
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theorists actually receive more negative than positive feedback from peers either because
they act in ways that elicit such feedback or because their entity theories stem, in part, from
poor treatment from peers. Thus, positive feedback may be less relevant to them than
negative feedback. Indeed, given evidence that holding an entity theory predicts more
helpless responses to social challenge (Erdley et al., 1997), one might expect that children
who endorse these theories would experience more difficulties with peers. In the present
study, entity theories of relationships were moderately associated with peer victimization,
suggesting a possible link between these theories and peer difficulties. Future research needs
to further investigate the actual social competence and status of entity versus incremental
theorists to determine the feasibility of these alternative explanations.
Implications of Implicit Theories for Emotional and Behavioral Adjustment
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A major premise of Dweck’s social-cognitive theory of motivation and personality (Dweck,
1999; Dweck & Leggett, 1988) is that implicit theories guide individuals’ responses to
setback and failure. Supporting this premise, this study revealed that the link between peer
victimization and adjustment difficulties was amplified in children who endorsed entity
theories but tempered in children who endorsed incremental theories. This finding is
consistent with the idea that implicit theories contribute to individual variability in the
subjective interpretation of social challenge. Entity theorists are likely to interpret peer
victimization as evidence that they lack desirable social attributes and that their relationships
with peers are doomed to failure. This interpretation both may create substantial emotional
distress, resulting in depressive symptoms, and may intensify feelings of animosity toward
peers, resulting in aggressive symptoms. Incremental theorists, on the other hand, may try to
understand the reasons for negative treatment from peers in an effort to build their skills and
improve their relationships. As a result, they are buffered from the negative emotions and
behavior associated with peer victimization. In fact, when analyses were conducted using an
extreme-group approach, which provided the strongest differentiation between entity and
incremental theorists, victimization was not significantly associated with either depressive or
aggressive symptoms in incremental theorists.
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Notably, stronger and more consistent links were found between implicit theories and
depressive than aggressive symptoms, suggesting that these theories may be particularly
relevant for understanding negative emotions that involve feelings of low self-worth and
incompetence rather than feelings of hostility toward others. It will be important for future
research to identify personal characteristics or environmental conditions that determine
when entity theorists are more susceptible to depressive versus aggressive symptoms.
Moreover, the present research focused on overt types of aggression, such as fighting,
destruction of property, and teasing. It is possible that implicit theories of peer relationships
play an even larger role in relational aggression, such as social manipulation and exclusion;
it would be helpful for future research to consider both types of aggression.
Limitations and Future Directions
Although this study supports the important role of implicit theories of peer relationships in
children’s well-being, some caveats deserve mention. Most importantly, this research
examined concurrent links between implicit theories and adjustment, thereby precluding
conclusions about the direction of effects. Our interpretation is consistent with research
using experimental manipulation of implicit theories (Baer et al., 2005) and social failure
(Erdley et al., 1997), as well as with research using longitudinal designs (Blackwell et al.,
2007; Franiuk et al., 2002), which suggests that implicit theories predict subsequent selfregulatory processes, responses to failure, and relationship adjustment. However, as noted
earlier, it is possible that successive social failures or poor treatment by peers also lead
children to adopt entity theories of relationships. Also, because many of the constructs
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involved subjective beliefs and experiences, the present study relied primarily on children’s
self-reports, with the exception of parent reports of aggression. The observed pattern of
moderation effects is unlikely due to shared method variance given that some children selfreported quite high levels of victimization but low levels of symptoms when they endorsed
incremental theories. However, building on this research will require integrating alternate
forms of assessment, such as observations of behavior, as well as experimental manipulation
of implicit theories and exposure to positive versus negative evaluative feedback. Finally,
the sample was relatively homogeneous in ethnicity, although heterogeneous in
socioeconomic class. Research is needed to examine whether implicit theories of
relationships have similar implications for adjustment across ethnic groups.
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Conceptually, this research raises questions about the structure of implicit theories of peer
relationships. Prior research has been equivocal regarding whether entity versus incremental
theories in other domains represent qualitatively distinct constructs or opposite ends of a
dimensional continuum. Whereas early research tended to operationalize these theories in
categorical terms, more recent research often views these theories along a continuum. In the
present study, continuous and categorical approaches to analysis tended to yield similar
results, with a few exceptions. Most notably, categorical but not continuous analyses yielded
significant associations between implicit theories and aggressive symptoms. Although
research demonstrates that children who endorse low levels of entity theories tend to
describe attributes in ways that are consistent with incremental theories (see Erdley &
Dweck, 1993; Erdley et al., 1997), research using taxometric analyses is needed to
specifically address this question.
Conclusions and Practical Implications
The present research suggests that implicit theories of peer relationships provide a useful
framework for understanding children’s goal orientation and self-evaluation in social
contexts, as well as their emotional and behavioral adjustment and responses to
victimization. Given the potential wide-ranging effects of these theories, they may represent
a useful target for prevention and intervention efforts with children experiencing peer
difficulties. Although a primary aim of many school-based programs is to create climates
that foster positive peer relationships and prevent bullying, efforts also need to be directed
toward lessening the adverse impact of stressful peer experiences on children. The present
findings suggest that orienting children toward a view of social competence as malleable and
peer relationships as changeable may increase children’s focus on skill-building and
relationship-improvement, and decrease their focus on self-evaluation, self-enhancement,
and competition.
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Figure 1.

Victimization × Implicit Theories of Relationships interaction predicting depressive
symptoms using (a) a continuous index of implicit theories, and (b) a categorical index of
implicit theories.
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Figure 2.

Victimization × Implicit Theories of Relationships interaction predicting aggressive
symptoms using a categorical index of implicit theories.
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