
  

ABSTRACT 

BECKER, WHITNEY Y. Do Mindsets and Attributions Shape Managers’ Compassion for 

Employees’ Burnout Behavior? (Under the direction of Dr. Jeni L. Burnette). 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated workplace challenges, creating a strain on 

managers and contributing to employee burnout. Compassion in the wake of employee burnout 

behavior can benefit the organization and the employee. In the current work, drawing on mindset 

and attribution theory, I explore how these two cognitive processes relate to manager’s responses 

to burnout behavior. Specifically, I investigated if managers’ growth mindsets of people predict 

more compassion and if attributions serve as a key underlying psychological mechanism. In 

Study 1 (N=499), I find evidence for statistical mediation regarding the growth mindset to 

compassion link via unstable attributions. However, in Study 2 (N=475), using a manipulate-the-

mediator design, I find no evidence of attributions serving a causal role linking growth mindsets 

to compassion. In addition to discussing practical implications for organizations, I highlight the 

need to utilize research designs that test for mediators through causal approaches. 
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Introduction 

Imagine this scenario: You are the manager of an employee who is consistently 

struggling to complete tasks on time. They often miss deadlines and are unproductive. What 

decision should you make? Would you discipline them or support them? Although managers 

often face these difficult decisions, COVID-19 created a host of additional related challenges, 

including record high levels of turnover, the Great Resignation, quiet quitting, and more 

(Buscaglia, 2022; Cohen, 2021; Serenko, 2022). This trend is likely to continue, with close to 

half the workforce estimated to consider leaving their current position, globally (The Work 

Trend Index, 2021). Accordingly, any evidence-based insights we—as scholars—can provide 

managers regarding how to engage in the best course of action, when interacting with employees 

who are struggling, could have immediate practical use.  

Compassion, which consists of emotional (e.g., empathizing) and behavioral (e.g., giving 

feedback, providing support) elements, cultivates healthy, supportive work environments, with 

implications for a host of organizational outcomes (e.g., Sull et al., 2022). Compassion can help 

buffer against some of the long-lasting, negative effects of the COVID-19 pandemic (Hirsch, 

2021; Taylor, 2020). For example, quiet quitting (i.e., the idea that individuals will only perform 

duties assigned in their role description and no longer go above and beyond), is rooted in “...the 

failure of many managers and supervisors to honor their fundamental leadership responsibilities 

required to engage, empower, and inspire employees with whom they work” (Mahand & 

Caldwell, 2023, p. 9). If managers signal that they value and prioritize employees by being 

supportive, especially during challenging times, employees will be more engaged, creative, and 

loyal to their company (Mahand & Caldwell, 2022; Worline & Dutton, 2017).  
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Considering the implications of compassion for both organizations and employees, an 

important empirical question becomes: “What predicts when managers decide to be 

compassionate when responding to an employee’s burnout behaviors?” Existing research 

outlines a few potential explanations including organizational aspects such as resources and 

training, as well as interpersonal processes such as trust which can contribute to a prosocial work 

climate that promotes managers’ noticing employees’ struggles and responding with compassion 

(Dutton et al., 2014; Kanov et al., 2017; Paakkanen et al., 2021; Yoon, 2017). Furthermore, 

individual differences that managers bring to the situation are key predictors. For example, trait 

empathy, agreeableness, and emotional intelligence (e.g., Dutton et al., 2014; Di Fabio & 

Saklofske, 2021; Graziano & Eisenberg, 1997; Paakkanen et al., 2021; Shiota et al., 2006) all 

foster greater compassion.  

I propose and test a theoretically-driven process model that outlines how growth mindsets 

of people predict attributions that in turn impact emotional and behavioral compassion. I test this 

model across two studies. The first is correlational and controls for other related individual 

differences predictors (Dutton et al., 2014). For example, trait empathy, agreeableness, and 

emotional intelligence are strong correlates of compassion (e.g., Di Fabio & Saklofske, 2021; 

Goldman, 2011; Yaden et al., 2023).; Graziano & Eisenberg, 1997; (Monemi, 2009; Shiota et al., 

2006). In the second study, I incorporate a manipulate-the-moderator approach, which offers a 

more robust causal test of mediation models. This approach manipulates not only the 

independent variable, but also the mediator (Pirlott & MacKinnon, 2016). This approach 

provides a causal test, which is missing in statistical mediation approaches that allow individuals 

to choose their own level of the mediator rather than being assigned to a high or low condition 

(Pirlott & MacKinnon, 2016).   
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In the current work, I aim to advance theory in three key ways. First, I move beyond 

organization and personality predictors, which are a typical focus in past work seeking to foster 

better manager-employee relations but that can be hard to alter (Dietz & Kleinlogel, 2013; 

Lordan & Almeida, 2022; Scott et al., 2010). Instead, I build on and extend mindset theory, 

which highlights the power of individuals’ lay beliefs about the nature of human attributes and 

characteristics to shape experiences (e.g., Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Mindsets can be shifted 

through one-shot experiments (Dweck & Yeager, 2019) and longer-term interventions (e.g., 

Lipsey et al., 2023). Second, I merge the mindset perspective with the longstanding literature on 

attributions to test an overall process model that can contribute to intervention development to 

facilitate compassion. Although work has linked mindsets to managers’ interactions with 

employees, (e.g., Heslin & VandeWalle, 2008; Keating & Heslin, 2015), I begin in Study 1 with 

an exploration of whether attributions are a key theoretical process. Then, to offer a more robust 

test of attributions as a mediator, in Study 2 I employ a methodological approach that allows for 

greater causal clarity and can aid in the development of more targeted interventions in which 

both the predictor (i.e., mindsets) and the mediator (i.e., attributions) are levers on which to 

intervene in order to foster more compassion in the workplace. Third, I focus specifically on 

responses to burnout-related behavior, which is often ambiguous, yet can be attributed to 

character flaws such as laziness (Maija & Katri, 2019; Ptáček et al., 2019). These behaviors are 

also especially relevant to many of the issues plaguing the current U.S. workforce, (e.g., Canning 

et al., 2020). In doing so, I look beyond previous literature examining mindsets and attributions 

in terms of trait-related behavior and test a theory exploring the role of managers’ mindsets and 

attributions in fostering or inhibiting compassion for employees who are exhibiting burnout-

related behavior (Chiu et al., 1997).  
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Overall, managers’ decisions when their employees struggle matter a great deal. Given 

that punitive approaches are linked to more negative employee and organizational outcomes, 

finding ways to encourage managerial compassion when employees struggle with burnout is 

paramount. In the current work, I suggest that growth mindsets are one potential predictor of 

emotional and behavioral compassion as these beliefs encourage attributions or judgments that 

are more situationally-based and less focused on underlying stable innate characteristics. 

Mindset Theory 

Mindsets fall along a continuum from fixed or unalterable to growth or the belief that 

with time, effort, and the right strategies, people can change. Individual’s beliefs, or mindsets, 

about the nature of people are critical for making sense of experiences, including interpreting the 

social world and making judgments (Dweck, 1999). For example, stronger fixed, relative to 

growth, mindsets of people predicted stronger inferences that someone’s behavior is indicative of 

their underlying traits, and expectations that the person would exhibit the same behavior in other 

similar contexts (Chiu et al., 1997). In addition to believing in the stability of traits and behavior, 

individuals with stronger fixed, relative to growth, mindsets are more likely to make more 

negative social judgments when a person errs, and they are more likely to recommend 

punishment (Erdley & Dweck, 1993). In contrast, individuals with a stronger growth, relative to 

fixed, mindset are more likely to see the misbehavior or setback as an opportunity for learning 

and growth, leading them to provide feedback that encourages improvement and smarter strategy 

choice. These attributions and strategies tend to encourage helping behavior (Chiu et al., 1997; 

Heslin et al., 2008; Heyman & Dweck, 1998, Karafantis & Levy, 2004; Zhang & Zhang, 2008). 

Stronger growth mindsets, relative to stronger fixed mindsets, also predict less stereotyping and 

stigma and thus tend to predict restorative approaches rather than punitive ones (Hoyt et al., 
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2019; 2022; Levy et al., 1998). Overall, mindsets, especially beliefs about the fundamental 

nature of people, set up the meaning assigned to the situation and guide whether a person 

recommends a punitive action, a compassionate approach, or avoids the issue altogether.  

Related research, specifically in a work context, finds a similar pattern of results with 

outcomes focused on manager’s mindsets and their willingness to coach (Heslin et al., 2006). For 

example, managers who hold stronger growth mindsets, relative to those with stronger fixed 

mindsets, are more likely to notice both improvements and reductions in an employee’s 

performance, whereas individuals with a stronger fixed mindset were more likely to see their 

employee’s performance as stable (Heslin et al., 2005). Additionally, managers who participated 

in a growth mindset intervention, relative to those in the control condition, were more likely to 

report willingness to coach an employee who was struggling and to acknowledge employee’s 

gains in performance (Heslin et al., 2006).  

I seek to conceptually replicate this work and extend it by investigating the mediating 

mechanism linking mindsets to compassion. First, I look at emotional compassion, which 

involves emotional concern for another’s plight (Mandliya & Pandey, 2023) and is similar to 

empathy. Early work suggests growth mindsets are positively linked to greater empathy (e.g., 

Erdley & Dweck, 1993; Schumann et al., 2014). Additionally, growth mindsets of people also 

predict more support and coaching, the behavioral element of compassion (Heslin et al., 2006). 

They do so, in part, because they set up a pattern of thinking as a person tries to make sense of 

another individual’s behavior (Dweck, 1999; Dweck, 2016). In other words, growth mindsets 

inform attributions, or explanations individuals use to explain another person’s behavior (Chiu et 

al., 1997; Erdley & Dweck, 1993). Namely, individuals with stronger growth mindsets are more 

likely to make external, unstable attributions that rely on explanations outside of the individual 
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and instead consider the dynamics of the situation (Yeager & Dweck, 2020). This goes hand-in-

hand with compassion, and whether they choose to provide it may depend on whether a person 

believes a person can improve and grow. 

 Hypothesis 1: I hypothesize a positive link between growth mindsets and both 

emotional and behavioral compassion (see Figure 1, Path C’).  

Attribution Theory 

I also test attributions as a mediator linking mindsets to compassion. Explanations for 

poor employee performance are often ambiguous and, thus, managers must make meaning of the 

situation and whether it warrants compassion (Weick, 2012; Weick et al., 2005). The individual 

must formulate a cause of the event, which is termed an attribution. Attribution theory is 

comprised of three elements: locus of causality, control, and stability (Weiner, 1985). Locus of 

causality refers to internal (i.e., dispositional) and external (i.e., situational) explanations 

(Weiner, 1985). Controllability is the extent to which the situation or behavior is deemed as 

within the person’s control or outside of the person’s control (Weiner, 1985). Stability refers to 

whether the event or someone’s behavior is attributable to a stable or unstable factor (Weiner, 

1985). Attributions focused on individual traits, culpability and stability predict less compassion, 

whereas situational, external, and unstable attributions predict more compassion, helping, and 

support (e.g., Cushman, 2008; Goetz & Halgren, 2020; Weiner, 1993, 1995).  

Although most individuals are prone to making internal attributions (e.g., traits, 

character), rather than external (e.g., situational) when judging other people’s behaviors, this 

fundamental attribution error (Ross, 1977) is less prominent for individuals with growth, relative 

to fixed, mindsets. A related judgment is referred to in mindset theory as lay dispositionism 

(Erdley & Dweck, 1993; Chiu et al., 1997) and is the tendency to attribute the causes of an 
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individual’s behavior to their internal, stable traits (Ross & Nisbett, 1991). Individuals with 

stronger growth mindsets of people, relative to those with stronger fixed mindsets, are less likely 

to engage in lay dispositionalism. More specifically, they are unlikely to conclude that a 

particular behavior is indicative of the person’s future actions—the attribution is typically 

unstable (Chiu et al., 1997). 

 Hypothesis 2: I expect growth mindsets to relate positively to unstable attributions and 

these to relate positively to compassion (see Figure 1; Paths A and B). 

Study 1 Methods 

In this pre-registered work, I test causal relationships from Study 1. Additional supplementary 

materials, including the manipulations can be found at  

https://osf.io/m7vck/?view_only=6f92c2a6f7e041309440799f20660c4a. 

Participants  

In Study 1, I incorporated an online Qualtrics survey. I recruited participants via 

CloudResearch Connect, an online data platform with rigorous data quality and carelessness 

checks, such as their SENTRY system, which requires each participant complete a short pre-

survey to determine eligibility, attention, and more. (Litman & Abberbock, 2017). Individuals 

who are 18 years or older, currently reside in the United States, and identify as a manager (i.e., 

an individual who supervises other employees in a work setting) were eligible to participate. Of 

the 500 who passed the eligibility requirements, 499 (Mage = 40.37, age range = 21-76, SD = 

10.96) provided quality data for analysis (e.g., completing a RECAPTCHA, passing a filter 

question asking participants to select the year “2018” on the next page, answering “FOUR” when 

asked to write the middle number in a sequence in all capital letters).  

https://osf.io/m7vck/?view_only=6f92c2a6f7e041309440799f20660c4a
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During the survey, participants were also asked to complete an Instructed Response Item 

(i.e., “To show you are paying attention, please leave the following text box blank”) and a bogus 

item (i.e., “I see myself as someone who did not read this statement, 1=totally disagree, 7=totally 

agree, Brühlmann et al., 2020). Participants who didn’t answer “totally disagree” or “disagree” 

were flagged for a total of 63 participants. Finally, participants completed three self-reported 

responding tendencies questions on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1=never, 7=all the time) 

(Brühlmann et al., 2020). A sample item includes, “How often do you read each question?” 

(α=.78). Items were reverse coded so a higher score indicates more carelessness or problematic 

responding tendencies, with average scores of 4 or higher being flagged. No participants had an 

average score of 4 or higher and therefore participants were only flagged on the bogus item for a 

total of 63 respondents who were filtered out during secondary analyses to see whether data 

carelessness may be inflating or reducing effect sizes (Brühlmann et al., 2020). 

Participants could select more than one racial and ethnic identity; therefore, the racial and 

ethnic identity composition is as follows: 388 White, Caucasian, 57 Black, African American, 9 

Native American or Eskimo, Aleut, 40 Asian or Pacific Islander, 49 Hispanic or Latinx, and 10 

identifying as Biracial/Multiracial. The gender identification was 293 men and 203 women. As 

for managerial experiences, the largest number of participants worked in information technology 

(18.2%), although I sample from multiple fields including business, healthcare, retail, and more 

(see Table 1 for percentages). Additionally, the majority of participants have worked as a 

manager for one to three years (33.3%) followed by 4-6 years (27.7%, see Table 1 for additional 

percentages). Almost all of them worked in-person (48.9%) or in a hybrid format (41.7%), with 

only 9.4% reporting being fully virtual. Participants managed up to 1500 employees. Nearly half 

of the participants (45.7%) reported having a college degree, although education levels ranged 



9 

from high school graduates to graduate degrees. Annual salaries and annual household income 

ranged from less than $20,000 to over $150,000. 

Procedures and Measures 

I conducted a cross-sectional study with self-reported online measures. To avoid recent 

concerns regarding online data collection (e.g., bots, inattentive responding, and survey farms), I 

included measures of data quality and carelessness in our survey to eliminate responses from 

bots and survey farms and to allow us to better understand how the effect sizes might change 

based on inattentive or careless responding (Brühlmann et al., 2020; Meade & Craig, 2012; Ward 

& Meade, 2023). These safeguards are specified in more detail in the participants section above. 

Mindsets of People. This 8-item measure (Dweck, 1999) assessed participants’ beliefs 

about the malleability of people. The scale reflects the degree to which individuals believe 

people can change (e.g., Everyone, no matter who they are, can significantly change their basic 

characteristics, 1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree). There are four fixed mindset items and 

four growth mindset items. The four fixed mindset items were recoded so a higher score 

indicates a stronger growth mindset of people (α=.95).    

Attributions. To assess attributions, participants read a scenario about a hypothetical 

employee who is disengaged at work. I first asked participants to elaborate on what they thought 

about the scenario before they completed a self-report measure adapted from previous literature 

to examine situational attributions (relative to person-centered attributions) as well as stability 

attributions (Johnston & Kim, 1994). Sample items included, “To what extent is the cause of the 

employee’s behavior the employee’s fault versus being driven by the situation” and “The cause 

of the employee’s disengagement is permanent/temporary (7-point Likert-type scale). I coded 
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such that a higher score indicates more situation-centered evaluations (α=.95) and more unstable 

attributions (α=.71)1.  

Compassion. To assess compassion, I incorporated both the Organizational Compassion 

Scale (OCS; Simpson & Farr-Wharton, 2017), which included 16-items and was measured on a 

6-point Likert-type scale (1=strongly disagree, 6=strongly agree) and the Coaching Behavior 

Scale, which was slightly adapted by asking participants to think about the scenario with the 

employee before launching into each question (Heslin et al., 2006).  

The OCS examines four aspects of compassion: noticing (e.g., “If an employee working 

with me is disengaged at work, missing deadlines, and failing to be productive, I would tend to 

recognize the struggle”), empathizing (e.g., “If an employee working with me is disengaged at 

work, missing deadlines, and failing to be productive, I would tend to connect with their pain”), 

assessing (e.g., “If an employee working with me is disengaged at work, missing deadlines, and 

failing to be productive, I would tend to assess the prior circumstances leading to the co-worker’s 

struggles”), and responding items (e.g., “If an employee working with me is disengaged at work, 

missing deadlines, and failing to be productive, I would tend to take action”).  

The Coaching Behavior Scale is measured on a 5-point Likert scale (1=not at all, 5=to a 

very great extent). Sample items include, “Thinking about the scenario above (i.e., your 

employee is disengaged at work, missing deadlines, and failing to be productive), to what extent 

would you provide guidance regarding performance expectations?” and “Thinking about the 

 

 

 

 

 
1 They were also asked to rate how much of the behavior is attributable to the person and the situation, with 

percentages adding up to 100%. We focus on the measures described above—analyses using this assessment can be 

found in supplemental.  
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scenario above (i.e., your employee is disengaged at work, missing deadlines, and failing to be 

productive), to what extent do you encourage your employee to continuously develop and 

improve?”  

Because prior literature suggests there are both emotional and behavioral facets of 

compassion, I ran an exploratory factor analysis to examine whether the compassion and support 

measures could be combined in a way that captured both (Worline & Dutton, 2017). See 

supplemental materials for details regarding the analysis.2 This led to a two-factor solution with 

four items capturing emotional compassion and fourteen items capturing behavioral compassion 

such as taking action, providing feedback, and providing support.3 Items 5-8 on the compassion 

scale (i.e., the empathizing facet of compassion) loaded on one factor to create the emotional 

compassion measure, with a higher score indicating more emotional compassion for an employee 

(α=.91). Items 13-16 on the compassion scale (i.e., the responding facet of compassion) and all 

ten items on the support scale were combined to create a behavioral compassion measure, with a 

higher score indicating more behavior compassion for an employee (α=.91). Because these 

measures used different scales, I created a z-score to standardize and combine. 

Covariates 

Trait Empathy. To assess trait empathy, participants completed two measures. The first 

measure was a single item, face-valid measure called SITES (Konrath et al., 2018). The second 

 

 

 

 

 
2 While there are other aspects of compassion, which involves assessing and noticing, we chose to focus on 

emotional and behavioral compassion because of the previous links to growth mindsets. While assessing and 

noticing are behaviors, these are more passive behaviors and we had greater interest in active behaviors. 
3 An examination of these factors revealed both measures are reliable, and each are independent outcomes because 

they are only correlated at .04. 
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measure is the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (Davis, 1980), which was measured on a 5-point 

Likert-type scale (0=does not describe me well, 4=describes me well). It consists of four 

constructs: perspective taking, fantasy, empathic concern, and personal distress. A higher score 

indicates more perspective taking (α=.84), fantasy (α=.80), empathic concern (α=.89), and 

personal distress (α=.85). For analyses, I used the face-valid measure to mitigate the chances of a 

Type II error that may occur when including more variables in an analysis and to preserve 

statistical power (Busk, 2010). 

Emotional Intelligence. To assess emotional intelligence, participants completed a 

measure examining self-emotions appraisal, others-emotions appraisal, use of emotion, and 

regulation of emotion on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1=totally disagree, 7=totally agree, Wong 

& Law, 2002). A composite score of emotional intelligence was created so that a higher score 

indicates more emotional intelligence (α=.92).  

Agreeableness. To assess agreeableness, participants completed two items from the Big 

5 Personality Trait Short Questionnaire a 7-point Likert-type scale (1=extremely poorly, 

7=extremely well, Debell et al., 2022). Item two was recoded and a mean score was created so 

that a higher score indicates more agreeableness (α=.36). Prior research indicates that attention to 

the reliability of a measure is paramount, given that the reliability matters for effect sizes 

(Henson, 2001; Thompson, 1994). Low reliability scores reduce effect sizes and can lead to 

misinterpretation of findings (Thompson, 1994). Thus, I exclude this measure from analyses.  

Study 1 Results 

 

See Table 2 for means, standard deviations, and correlations. Stronger growth mindsets 

were significantly and positively related to emotional (r(497)=.19, p<.001) and behavioral 

(r(497)=.20, p<.001) compassion. Stronger growth mindsets were also significantly and 
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positively related to situation-centered (r(497)=.10, p=.021) and unstable (r(497)=.32, p<.001) 

attributions. Additionally, situation-centered attributions were significantly and positively 

correlated with emotional compassion (r(497)=.21, p<.001) but not behavioral compassion 

(r(497)=.02, p=.725), whereas unstable attributions were significantly and positively correlated 

with both emotional r(497)=.15, p<.001) and behavioral (r(497)=.20, p<.001) compassion. 

Hypothesis 1: Growth Mindsets Predicting Compassion  

To examine whether growth mindsets predict compassion, I ran two hierarchical linear 

regressions. In the first hierarchical linear regression testing predictors of emotional compassion, 

I included trait empathy and emotional intelligence as covariates in Model 1. In Model 2, I added 

our primary predictor of growth mindsets of people. With both the covariates and mindsets of 

people in the model, mindsets of people were significantly related to emotional compassion 

(β=.11, t(495)=2.75, p=.006, see Table 3 for full model and statistics). In the second hierarchical 

linear regression with behavioral compassion as the outcome, I again included trait empathy and 

emotional intelligence in Model 1. In Model 2, I added our primary predictor of growth mindsets 

of people. With both the covariates and mindsets of people in the model, mindsets of people 

remained significantly related to behavioral compassion (β=.10, t(495)=2.52, p=.012, see Table 4 

for full model and statistics).  

Hypothesis 2: Mediation Model 

To test for mediation, I used Hayes’ PROCESS Model 4 (Hayes, 2018).  

Mindsets, Situation-Centered Attributions and Compassion. Stronger growth 

mindsets were related to more situation-centered attributions (B=.10, t(497)=2.31, p=.021, 95% 

CI [.02, .19]). Situation-centered attributions (B=.15, t(497)=4.43, p<.001, 95% CI [.09, .22]) 

were related to more emotional compassion. There was a significant indirect effect of growth 
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mindsets on emotional compassion through situation-centered attributions (B=.02, 95% CI [.00, 

.04]). There was also a significant total effect (B=.16, p<.001, 95% CI [.09, .23]) and direct 

effect (B=.14, p<.001, 95% CI [.07, .21]). 

However, situation-centered attributions were not related to more behavioral compassion 

(B=.00, t(496)=-.10, p=.912, 95% CI [-.04, .04]). Additionally, there was no significant indirect 

effect of growth mindsets on behavioral compassion through situation-centered attributions 

(B=.00, 95% CI [-.01, .01]). Finally, there was also a significant total effect (B=.09, p<.001, 95% 

CI [.05, .13]) and direct effect (B=.09, p<.001, 95% CI [.05, .13]). See Figure 2 for these two 

models.  

Mindsets, Unstable Attributions, and Compassion. Stronger growth mindsets were 

related to greater unstable attributions (B=.24, t(497)=7.46, p<.001, 95% CI [.18, .31]). Unstable 

attributions were related to more emotional compassion (B=.11, t(496)=2.18, p=.030, 95% CI 

[.01, .20]). There was no significant indirect effect of growth mindsets on emotional compassion 

through unstable attributions (B=.03, 95% CI [-0.001, 0.06]). There was also a significant total 

effect (B=.16, p<.001, 95% CI [.09, .23]) and direct effect (B=.13, p<.001, 95% CI [.06, .20]). 

Stronger growth mindsets were related to greater unstable attributions (B=.24, 

t(497)=7.46, p<.001, 95% CI [.18, .31]). Unstable attributions were related to more behavioral 

compassion (B=.09, t(496)=3.36, p=.001, 95% CI [.04, .15]). Additionally, there was a 

significant indirect effect of growth mindsets on behavioral compassion through unstable 

attributions (B=.02, 95% CI [.01, .04]). Finally, there was also a significant total effect (B=.09, 

p<.001, 95% CI [.05, .13]) and direct effect (B=.07, p=.001, 95% CI [.03, .11]). See Figure 3 for 

these two models.  
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Adding Control Variables. Controlling for trait empathy and emotional intelligence did 

not significantly change the outcomes of the models, although some effect sizes were slightly 

smaller when controlling for these variables. For emotional compassion, none of the mediation 

analyses with situation-centered attributions changed significantly and there was still no 

significant effect of growth mindsets on emotional compassion via unstable attributions. For 

behavioral compassion, there was still a significant effect of growth mindsets on behavioral 

compassion via unstable attributions, although the effect size was slightly smaller (B=.01, 95% 

CI [.00, .03]). A similar pattern emerges for the link between unstable attributions and behavioral 

compassion (B=.06, t(494)=2.27, p=.024, 95% CI [.01, .10]).  

Exploratory Data Quality & Carelessness Analyses  

As a sensitivity analysis, I examined data quality and carelessness. Specifically, I ran 

analyses with the 436 participants who had high data quality and no careless responding. 

Excluding those who failed the data carelessness items (i.e., IRI and bogus item) resulted in 

minimal changes in simple correlations and no statistically meaningful changes in regression 

analyses.  

Study 1 Discussion 

Overall, results replicated past work linking mindsets and attributions and extended past 

work by linking mindsets to compassion. It also provided preliminary evidence of statistical 

mediation regarding the effect of growth mindsets on compassion via attributions. Namely, 

growth mindsets are positively linked to situation-focused attributions, unstable attributions, and 

compassion. These attributions, which were correlated with compassion, and statistical analyses 

provided initial evidence for an indirect effect of growth mindsets on compassion via 

attributions. However, although situation-centered attributions mattered for emotional 
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compassion, only unstable attributions mattered for both types of compassion. These results held 

even when conducting sensitivity analyses, examining covariates and data without low-quality 

responders. Given that the situation-centered attributions didn’t correlate with behavioral 

compassion, I instead focus on stability attributions in Study 2. This is in line with prior research, 

which suggests stronger growth mindsets may lead to negative outcomes (e.g., reduced 

forgiveness) when the behavior is consistent, removing the belief that improvement or change is 

possible (Ryazanov & Christenfeld, 2018). Also, in Study 2, our goal is to offer a more robust 

methodological test of mediation. Specifically, I examine if I can manipulate the mediator, in 

addition to manipulating the independent variable.  

Hypothesis 3: Both mindsets and attributions can be manipulated.   

These manipulation checks have important implications and applications for 

organizations, as they provide an initial test of whether the psychological processes of mindsets 

and attributions can serve as levers for fostering managers’ compassion for employees 

experiencing work-related setbacks.  

Study 2 Methods 

Participants 

I again recruited participants via CloudResearch Connect, an online data platform with 

rigorous data quality and carelessness checks, such as their SENTRY system, which requires 

each participant complete a short pre-survey to determine eligibility, attention, etc. (Litman & 

Abberbock, 2017). I recruited 500 participants based on a power analysis, using 80% power to 

detect a regression coefficient of .02, with an alpha of .05 (Faul et al., 2009). Individuals who are 

18 years or older, currently reside in the United States, and identify as a manager (i.e., an 

individual who supervises other employees in a work setting) were eligible to participate. Of the 



17 

500 who passed the eligibility requirements, 475 (Mage = 40.67, age range = 22-77, SD = 10.83) 

provided quality data for analysis (e.g., completing a RECAPTCHA, answering “FOUR” when 

asked to write the middle number in a sequence in all capital letters, and only completing the 

study one time).  

During the survey, participants were also asked to complete an Instructed Response Item 

(i.e., “To show you are paying attention, please leave the following text box blank”) and a bogus 

item (i.e., “I see myself as someone who did not read this statement, 1=totally disagree, 7=totally 

agree, Brühlmann et al., 2020). Participants who didn’t answer “strongly disagree” or “disagree” 

were flagged for a total of 19 participants. Finally, participants completed three self-reported 

responding tendencies questions on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1=never, 7=all the time) 

(Brühlmann et al., 2020). A sample item includes, “How often do you read each question?”  

Items were reverse coded so a higher score indicates more carelessness or problematic 

responding tendencies, with average scores of 4 or higher being flagged. No participants had an 

average score of 4 or higher and therefore participants were only flagged on the bogus item for a 

total of 19 respondents who were filtered out during secondary analyses to see whether data 

carelessness may be inflating or reducing effect sizes (Brühlmann et al., 2020). 

Participants could select more than one racial and ethnic identity; therefore, the racial and 

ethnic identity composition is as follows: 364 White, Caucasian, 66 Black, African American, 8 

Native American or Eskimo, Aleut, 28 Asian or Pacific Islander, 51 Hispanic or Latinx, 10 

identifying as Biracial/Multiracial, and 1 participant who selected Other. The gender 

identification was 283 men and 190 women. As for managerial experiences, the largest number 

of participants worked in information technology (22.5%), although I sample from multiple 

fields including business, healthcare, retail, and more (see Table 5 for percentages). Additionally, 
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the majority of participants have worked as a manager for one to three years (33.7%) followed 

by 4-6 years (27.2%, see Table 5 for additional percentages). Almost all of them worked in-

person (48.2%) or in a hybrid format (38.7%), with only 13.1% reporting being fully virtual. 

Participants managed up to 2,800 employees. About half of the participants (51.2%) reported 

having a college degree, although education levels ranged from high school graduates to 

graduate degrees. Annual salaries and annual household income ranged from less than $20,000 

to over $150,000. 

Procedures and Measures 

Study 2 utilized a manipulate-the-mediator design. This procedure can help to establish 

temporal precedence of the mediator (i.e., M comes before Y) and help to account for potential 

confounds (Pirlott & MacKinnon. 2016). In this design, I manipulated the mediator (e.g., stable 

vs. unstable attributions), rather than allowing the individual to self-select the level of the 

mediator (Pirlott & MacKinnon, 2016). Given Study 1 results, I did not assess situational 

attributions in Study 2 and chose to focus on behavioral compassion as the dependent variable, 

given that it assessed actions that managers may take to support their employees.  

Mindset manipulation. I randomly assigned participants to one of two mindset 

conditions: growth or fixed mindsets of people using similar procedures to past work (e.g., 

Lipsey et al., 2023). In the growth mindset condition, participants watched a video that discussed 

how people can change when the neurons in their brain form new connections. This was 

followed up by research supporting the idea people can change and the use of examples. The 

fixed mindset condition mirrored the growth mindset condition, except the messaging focused on 

how people can’t really change when the neurons in their brains form connections, followed up 
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by research and examples supporting the idea that people don’t really change. The fixed 

mindsets condition was coded as 0 and the growth mindset condition was coded as 1.  

Attribution manipulation. I randomly assigned participants to one of two attribution 

conditions: stable or unstable. The stable condition asked participants to imagine their employee 

was consistently missing deadlines and unproductive. In the unstable condition, the scenario 

focused on an employee who recently missed a project deadline and declined in productivity. See 

supplemental online materials for exact wording of the scenarios.  

Mindsets of People. Participants completed the same mindset measure from Study 1 as a 

manipulation check. The four fixed mindset items were recoded so a higher score indicates a 

stronger growth mindset of people (α=.96).    

Unstable Attributions. Participants completed the same stability attribution measures 

from Study 1 with higher numbers representing more unstable attributions (α=.86). 

Behavioral Compassion. Participants completed the same behavioral compassion 

measure created from the exploratory factor analysis in Study 1. Higher scores indicate more 

behavioral compassion for an employee (α=.93). 

Results 

Correlations 

See Table 6 for correlations among the variables. 

Hypothesis 3: Manipulation Checks 

I ran independent sample t-tests to determine if the manipulations were successful in 

shifting participants mindsets and attributions. Participants in the growth mindset condition 

reported significantly stronger growth mindsets of people (M=5.08, SD=1.27) than participants 

in the fixed mindset condition (M=3.77, SD=1.51, t(465)=10.13, p<.001, d = .93). Participants in 
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the unstable attribution condition (M=5.86, SD=1.51) reported significantly more unstable 

attributions for the employee relative to participants in the stable attributions condition (M=3.90, 

SD=1.52, t(422)=16.48, p<.001, d = 1.30). Therefore, both manipulations were successful in 

shifting mindsets and attributions in expected ways.   

Hypotheses 1-2: Mediation by Moderation Analyses 

I used Hayes’ PROCESS Model 1 to explore our hypotheses. I used a moderation 

analysis, rather than a mediation analysis, because in this case I was manipulating the level of the 

mediator (i.e., high stability or low stability), rather than allowing participants to self-select the 

level of the mediator (Pirlott & MacKinnon, 2016). In doing so, it allows for the illustration of a 

causal relationship between the mediator and the dependent variable, which is not possible with 

statistical mediation approaches (Pirlott & MacKinnon, 2016). Therefore, I can better understand 

how behavioral compassion may differ not only based on one’s mindset, but also their 

attributions. For example, individuals in the growth mindset plus unstable attribution condition 

are expected to exhibit greater compassion compared to individuals in the growth mindset and 

stable attribution condition. That is, the growth mindset to compassion link depends on the 

attribution condition.  

The model used mindset condition as the independent variable (0=fixed mindset 

condition, 1=growth mindset condition), attributions condition as the moderator (0=stable 

attribution condition, 1=unstable attribution condition), and behavioral compassion as the 

dependent variable. There was no significant main effect of condition on behavioral compassion 

(b=.05, t(471)=.79, p=.430). There was, however, a significant main effect of attributions on 

behavioral compassion (b=-.15, t(471)=-.2.62, p=.009) such that managers in the unstable 

attributions condition, relative to managers in the stable attributions condition, reported 
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significantly less behavioral compassion for employees. There was also no significant interaction 

between mindset and attribution condition on behavioral compassion (b=-.03, t(471)=-.23, 

p=.818). When filtering out participants with high data carelessness, the results were still not 

significant.  

Exploratory Statistical Mediation Analyses. In this model, I used self-reported 

mindsets as the independent variable, self-reported attributions as the mediator, and behavioral 

compassion as the dependent variable using Hayes’ PROCESS Model 4 (Hayes, 2018). This is a 

replication of the analysis in Study 1. Stronger growth mindsets were related to greater unstable 

attributions (B=.34, t(473)=7.44, p<.001, 95% CI [.25, .43]) but unstable attributions were not 

related to more behavioral compassion (B=.01, t(472)=0.49, p=.622, 95% CI [-.03, .05]). Thus, 

there was no significant indirect effect of growth mindsets on behavioral compassion through 

unstable attributions (B=.00, 95% CI [-.01, .02]). Finally, there was a significant total effect of 

growth mindsets (B=.08, p<.001, 95% CI [.05, .12]) and a direct effect (B=.08, p<.001, 95% CI 

[.04, .12]). See Figure 4.   

I also ran an additional Hayes’ PROCESS Model 4 (Hayes, 2018) to see whether the 

manipulation impacted compassion, indirectly, via the shift in growth mindsets. This model used 

mindset condition as the independent variable, self-reported mindsets as the mediator, and 

behavioral compassion as the dependent variable using Hayes’ PROCESS Model 4 (Hayes, 

2018). Mindset condition was related to self-reported mindsets (B=1.30, t(473)=10.09, p<.001, 

95% CI [1.05, 1.55]). Self-reported mindsets were related to more behavioral compassion 

(B=.09, t(472)=4.53, p<.001, 95% CI [.05, .13]). There was a significant indirect effect of 

mindset condition on behavioral compassion through self-reported mindsets (B=.12, 95% CI 



22 

[.07, .18]). Finally, there was no significant total effect of mindset condition (B=.05, p=.442, 

95% CI [-.07, .16]) or direct effect (B=-.08, p=.233, 95% CI [-.20, .05]). See Figure 5.   

Study 2 Discussion 

I incorporated a robust test of mediation using a manipulate-the-mediator design. Our 

manipulations affected the variables, but only attributions affected the dependent variable. As 

stated above, the effect sizes of the manipulations are quite large (mindsets d=1.40, attributions 

d=1.30), especially compared to the summary effect size of mindset interventions impact of 

changing mindsets which is d=0.46 (Burnette et al., 2023). However, when running the 

mediation model with self-reported mindsets and attributions, there was a significant relation 

between growth mindsets and behavioral compassion. Additionally, the growth mindset 

manipulation was positively and indirectly related to compassion via the shift in growth 

mindsets. Surprisingly, attributions affected behavioral compassion in the opposite direction of 

of my hypothesis, but I was not able to illustrate an indirect effect of mindsets on behavioral 

compassion via attributions in our causal approach. Thus, future work may be better served 

looking at different mechanisms. For example, other attributions such as controllability may play 

a more active role in fostering or inhibiting compassion, due to its focus on whether an 

individual has the power over the cause of an outcome (Weiner, 1985). Likewise, managerial 

efficacy, or managers’ beliefs that they can act in a way to reduce the employee’s stressor, may 

also be a mechanism that could foster compassion (Dutton et al., 2014).   

General Discussion 

These two studies provide mixed results regarding our predictions that growth mindsets 

could foster compassion via attributions. Although self-reported growth mindsets seem to relate 

to compassion, I get mixed results for attributions. In Study 1, situation-centered attributions 
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only predicted emotional, but not behavioral compassion, whereas unstable attributions related to 

both. However, In Study 2, I find evidence of stability attributions predicting compassion in the 

opposite direction of what I hypothesized when using a manipulate-the-mediator design. 

However, I did see an indirect effect of growth mindset trainings or manipulations on 

compassion via their self-reported growth mindset. I also replicated the correlation between 

growth mindsets and compassion in Study 2. Thus, growth mindsets may provide a potential 

avenue for fostering compassion with a better understanding of the theoretically relevant 

mechanisms.  

Theory-Based & Practical Implications 

First, this work investigated psychological mechanisms linking mindsets to compassion 

in the wake of burnout-related behaviors. While stability attributions mediated the relationship 

between mindsets and behavioral compassion in Study 1, I did not find causal evidence of the 

same relationship in Study 2. Although prior work has illustrated the importance of attributions 

linking mindsets to various outcomes, it may be that other attributional processes, such as 

controllability, are integral in managers’ choices to be compassionate toward their employees 

(Erdley & Dweck, 1993; Chiu et al., 1997; Ryazanov & Christenfeld, 2018). Controllability, 

defined as the extent to which a person can exercise control over the cause of something, is 

increasingly important in linking growth mindset to stigma-related outcomes (Babij et al., 2023; 

Corrigan et al., 2000; Weiner, 1985). Similarly, it seems likely that growth mindsets may be able 

to foster greater compassion in contexts where controllability is lower—this is often not the case 

with worker burnout behavior. Such future explorations are in line with the heterogeneity 

revolution which highlights the importance of understanding the boundary conditions that 

undergird many failed replications (Bryan et al., 2021; Yeager & Dweck, 2020).  
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Second, this work highlights why it is important to move beyond simple statistical tests 

of mediation before designing interventions for applied settings, such as workplaces. 

Interventions can be costly in terms of time, effort, and money, and therefore it is important to 

delineate replicable mediating effects before implementing them in real-world settings. In 

addition, interventions that are based on little or weak evidence have the potential to harm 

participants, so it is imperative to use causal approaches that replicate findings (Allen-Scott et 

al., 2014; Shrout & Rodgers, 2018).   

Third, this work illustrates links between mindsets, attributions, and compassionate 

responses to burnout behavior. Although I do find evidence of relationships among these 

variables, unlike prior work in other domains, I don’t find causal evidence of mindsets fostering 

more compassion for employees through attributions. Given that I replicated the link between 

growth mindsets and compassion in both studies and our exploratory analysis revealed an 

indirect effect of the growth mindset condition on compassion via participants’ self-reported 

mindset, mindsets trainings in the organizational context, paired with the correct psychological 

mechanisms, may be a cost-effective way to encourage managerial compassion for employees 

who are experiencing work-related challenges. Prior research has illustrated the efficacy of low-

cost mindset interventions in the academic context, which could be adapted to the organizational 

setting (Bostwick & Becker-Blease, 2018). In addition to trainings, it may also provide an 

opportunity for organizations to evaluate and re-design their organizational systems and policies 

to foster a growth mindset culture and encourage compassionate behavior. However, future work 

is needed to tease apart mechanisms that promote managerial compassion during employee 

setbacks before this can and should be implemented in workplace settings.   
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Limitations  

One limitation of the study is that I did not include a control group, therefore limiting the 

evidence to differences between growth and fixed mindsets and stable versus unstable 

attributions. Adding a control group in future work would provide a comparison group receiving 

a treatment unrelated to mindsets and attributions, providing further evidence for the effects of 

these variables. Furthermore, generalizability is limited as across both studies I recruited 

participants from the United States and over half identified as White men. While I intentionally 

recruited participants from the United States given that workplace practices and beliefs may 

differ based on culture, future work should recruit a more diverse sample to explore for whom, 

when, and under what conditions mindsets might predict managers’ compassion. 

Directions for Future Research 

Psychological Mechanisms 

Future work should explore other possible processes linking mindsets and managers’ 

behavior compassion. For example, controllability and responsibility are both attributional 

processes that have previously been shown to mediate the relationship between growth mindsets 

and outcomes such as blame and weight stigma (Hoyt et al., 2019; Ryazanov & Christenfeld, 

2018). In addition to attributions, there seem to be other psychological mechanisms at play in 

linking mindsets and behavioral compassion. For example, efficacy, or one’s belief in their 

ability to help another individual, may be a relevant mediator (Dutton et al., 2014). Future work 

should explore other potential mechanisms that mediate the relationship between mindsets and 

behavioral compassion, as understanding the mechanisms is critical when designing 

interventions that are effective in promoting positive outcomes for individuals.  
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Organizational Context and Mindsets 

Future work should also consider both the organizational context and organizational 

mindsets in promoting or inhibiting managerial compassion. For example, Walton & Yeager 

(2020) outline the importance of considering the context upon which one intervenes, stating that 

growth mindsets (and therefore positive outcomes such as compassion) can only take root in 

organizations that encourage growth mindset beliefs and compassionate behavior toward one 

another. Therefore, although managers may hold a growth mindset themselves, if they work in 

an organization that doesn’t promote growth, learning, and development or emphasize 

compassion, the manager may act in ways that contradict their personal beliefs, similar to work 

in the classroom that has shown the importance of the teacher in creating a growth mindset 

culture (Canning et al., 2020; Yeager et al., 2022). Similarly, organizational compassion matters 

not only for self-compassion, but also workplace compassion (Mandliya & Pandey, 2023). 

Therefore, exploring how organizational contexts may impact managers’ compassionate 

behaviors may also be a viable option for future inquiry.   

Conclusion 

Compassion is an important outcome especially in the wake of increased pressures on 

workers (Abramson, 2022). I sought to investigate the role of growth mindsets in fostering 

compassion and although I find consistent correlations, I failed to find causal evidence. 

Additionally, results regarding attributions as a potential mediator were inconsistent. 

Accordingly, future work is needed to examine possible mechanisms linking mindsets and 

compassion. Our findings also illuminate the need for methodological approaches that go beyond 

statistical mediation to identify psychological mechanisms linking mindsets to positive outcomes 
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in the workplace. I hope that our theory-driven integration of mindsets and attribution research, 

and our initial elaboration with regards to compassion, fosters such future explorations.   
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Table 1 

Study 1: Demographic Characteristics of Participants 

 Number % 

Job Sector 

 

  

Information Technology (IT) 91 18.2% 

Business 67 13.4% 

Healthcare 59 11.8% 

Retail 54 10.8% 

Education 48 9.6% 

Government 26 5.2% 

Construction 25 5.0% 

Food Service 17 3.4% 

Real Estate 9 1.8% 

Other 103 20.6% 

Number of years in managerial role   

Less than 1 year 20 4.0% 

1-3 years 166 33.3% 

4-6 years 138 27.7% 

7-9 years 64 12.8% 

10+ years 110 22.% 

Don’t know/not sure 1 0.2% 

Work environment   

In-person 244 48.9% 

Hybrid 208 41.7% 

Virtual 47 9.4% 

Company type   

Corporation 289 57.9% 

Private foundation 110 22.0% 

Nonprofit 70 14.0% 

Religious Organization 3 0.6% 

Other 27 5.4% 
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Table 2 

Study 1: Means, Standard Deviations, Alphas, and Correlations Among Variables of Interest 

 
 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Mindsets of people 

 

4.48 1.46 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

2. Situation-centered attributions 4.14 1.48 .10* -- -- -- -- -- -- 

3. Unstable attributions 4.98 1.12 .32*** .41*** -- -- -- -- -- 

4. Emotional Compassion 3.93 1.18 .19*** .21*** .15*** -- -- -- -- 

5. Behavioral Compassion 0.00 0.68 .20*** .02 .20*** .36*** -- -- -- 

6. Trait Empathy 4.15 0.94 .17*** .19*** .15** .48*** .34*** -- -- 

7. Emotional Intelligence 5.68 0.78 .17*** -.03 .15** .29*** .47*** .31*** -- 

 

***Correlation is significant at the p<.001 level (2-tailed) 

**Correlation is significant at the p<.01 level (2-tailed) 
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Table 3 

Study 1: Regression Analyses Showing Predictors of Emotional Compassion 

 

 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Model 1  Model 2  

 β SE t  β SE t  

 (Constant)  .36 2.86**   .82 2.27*  

Mindsets of People -- -- --  .11 .03 2.75*  

 Trait Empathy .46 .05 11.17***  .45 .05 10.80***  

Emotional Intelligence .06 .06 1.41  .04 .06 1.06  

 R    .48    .49 

 Adjust R squared    .23    .25 

 R Square Change    --    .01 
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Table 4 

Study 1: Regression Analyses Showing Predictors of Behavioral Compassion 

 

 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Model 1  Model 2  

 β SE t  β SE t  

 (Constant)  .20 -12.97***   .21 -13.28***  

Mindsets of People -- -- --  .10 .02 2.52*  

 Trait Empathy .22 .03 5.38***  .21 .03 5.04***  

Emotional Intelligence .40 .04 9.77***  .38 .04 9.43***  

 R    .51    .52 

 Adjust R squared    .26    .27 

 R Square Change    --    .01 
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Figure 1 

Hypothesized Mediation Model 
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Figure 2 

Study. 1: Mediation Model for Indirect Effect of Mindsets of People on Emotional and Behavioral Compassion via Situation-Centered 

Attributions  

 

Note. The values in italics refer to behavioral compassion.  
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Figure 3 

Study 1: Mediation Model for Indirect Effect of Mindsets of People on Emotional and Behavioral Compassion via Unstable 

Attributions 

 
Note. The values in italics refer to behavioral compassion.  
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Table 5 

Study 2: Demographic Characteristics of Participants 

 Number % 

Job Sector 

 

  

Information Technology (IT) 107 22.5% 

Business 69 14.5% 

Healthcare 54 11.4% 

Retail 46 9.7% 

Education 45 9.5% 

Government 22 4.6% 

Construction 14 2.9% 

Food Service 15 3.2% 

Real Estate 11 2.3% 

Other 92 19.4% 

Number of years in managerial role   

Less than 1 year 10 2.1% 

1-3 years 160 33.7% 

4-6 years 129 27.2% 

7-9 years 63 13.3% 

10+ years 113 23.8% 

Work environment   

In-person 229 48.2% 

Hybrid 184 38.7% 

Virtual 62 13.1% 

Company type   

Corporation 278 58.5% 

Private foundation 104 21.9% 

Nonprofit 57 12.0% 

Religious Organization 3 0.6% 

Other 33 6.9% 



54 

Table 6 

Study 2: Means, Standard Deviations, Alphas, and Correlations Among Variables of Interest 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 

1.Mindset Conditiona 

 

N/A N/A -- -- -- -- -- 

2. Attribution Conditionb N/A N/A .01     

3. Self-reported growth mindset 4.41 1.54 .42*** .03 -- -- -- 

4. Self-reported unstable 

attributions 

4.87 1.63 .17*** .60*** .32** -- -- 

5. Behavioral Compassion 4.07 0.64 .04 -.12* .20*** .09 -- 

 

***Correlation is significant at the p<.001 level (2-tailed) 

**Correlation is significant at the p<.01 level (2-tailed) 

*Correlation is significant at the p<.05 level (2-tailed) 

 
a The fixed mindsets condition was coded as 0 and the growth mindset condition was coded as 1.  

b The stable attributions condition was coded as 0 and the unstable attributions condition was coded as 1. 
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Figure 4 

Study 2: Mediation Model for Indirect Effect of Mindsets of People on Behavioral Compassion via Unstable Attributions 
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Figure 5 

Study 2: Mediation Model Examining the Indirect Effect of Mindset Condition on Behavioral Compassion Via Self-Reported Mindsets 
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Appendix A 

Data Quality Supplemental Results 

Supplemental Table 1  

Study 1: Means, Standard Deviations, Alphas, and Correlations Among Variables of Interest (Data Quality Version) 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1.Mindsets of people 

 

4.48 1.59 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

2. Situation-centered attributions 4.08 1.49 .12*      -- 

3. Unstable attributions 5.03 1.13 .34*** .42*** -- -- -- -- -- 

4. Emotional Compassion 3.90 1.19 .22*** .20*** .15** -- -- -- -- 

5. Behavioral Compassion 0.06 0.64 .19*** .01 .15** .40*** -- -- -- 

6. Trait Empathy 4.14 0.95 .18*** .20*** .17*** .50*** .36*** -- -- 

7. Emotional Intelligence 5.71 0.76 .16** -.05 .11* .19*** .40*** .29*** -- 

Note: No statistically significant changes. Green indicates effect size increased, but not significantly Red indicates effect size 

decreased, but not significantly. 

 
***Correlation is significant at the p<.001 level (2-tailed) 

**Correlation is significant at the p<.01 level (2-tailed) 

 *Correlation is significant at the p<.05 level (2-tailed) 
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Supplemental Table 2  

Study 1: Regression Analyses Showing Predictors of Emotional Compassion (Data Quality Version) 

 

 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Model 1  Model 2  

 β SE t  β SE t  

 (Constant)  .39 2.44*   .40 1.85  

Mindsets of People -- -- --  .13 .03 2.99*  

 Trait Empathy .49 .06 11.12***  .47 .06 10.68***  

Emotional Intelligence .05 .07 1.08  .03 .07 0.76  

 R    .50    .51 

 Adjust R squared    .25    .26 

 R Square Change    --    .02 
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Supplemental Table 3 

 

Study 1: Regression Analyses Showing Predictors of Behavioral Compassion (Data Quality Version) 

 

 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Model 1  Model 2  

 β SE t  β SE t  

 (Constant)  .21 -10.47***   .22 -10.76***  

Mindsets of People -- -- --  .10 .02 2.31*  

 Trait Empathy .26 .03 5.94***  .25 .03 5.56***  

Emotional Intelligence .32 .04 7.38***  .32 .04 7.11***  

 R    .47    .48 

 Adjust R squared    .23    .23 

 R Square Change    --    .01 
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Supplemental Table 4 

Study 2: Means, Standard Deviations, Alphas, and Correlations Among Variables of Interest (Data Quality Version) 

 

***Correlation is significant at the p<.001 level (2-tailed) 

**Correlation is significant at the p<.01 level (2-tailed) 

*Correlation is significant at the p<.05 level (2-tailed) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 

1.Mindset Condition 

 

N/A N/A -- -- -- -- -- 

2. Attribution Condition N/A N/A .02     

3. Self-reported growth mindset 4.42 1.57 .43*** .04 -- -- -- 

4. Self-reported unstable attributions 4.89 1.65 .19*** .61*** .33** -- -- 

5. Behavioral Compassion 4.09 0.64 .04 -.12* .21*** .08 -- 
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Supplemental Figure 1 

Study 1: Mediation Model for Indirect Effect of Mindsets of People on Emotional and Behavioral 

Compassion via Situation-Centered Attributions 

 

 

Note. The values in italics refer to behavioral compassion.  
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Supplemental Figure 2 

Study 1: Mediation Model for Indirect Effect of Mindsets of People on Emotional and Behavioral 

Compassion via Unstable Attributions 

 

 
Note. The values in italics refer to behavioral compassion.  
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Appendix B 

Study 1 Supplemental Measures and Compassion Exploratory Factor Analysis 

Supplemental Measures (Open-Ended) 

 

Attributions: I coded the open-ended items on a scale from 0 (trait) to 2 (situation). Two 

independent coders coded the first 10 together and coded 90 more separately. There were 11 

responses were coded as N/A because they did not provide enough information to code into one 

of the existing codes (e.g., “I don't know without talking to them” and “It would be disingenuous 

for me to guess what is driving them as there are just too many possibilities”). The intraclass 

correlation coefficient was .82. Higher scores indicate more situation-centered attributions. 

Second, I created a difference score by subtracting the “person” percentage from the “situation” 

percentage.  

 

Behavioral Compassion: Additionally, I coded the open-ended items on a scale from 0 

(punishment) to 4 (compassion/support). Two independent coders coded the first 10 together and 

coded 90 more separately. There were 38 responses were coded as N/A because they did not 

provide enough information to code into one of the existing codes (e.g., “Talk with them 

privately” and “I would have a face-to-face conversation with them”). The intraclass correlation 

coefficient was .85. Higher scores indicate more compassion/support for the employee. 

 

Supplemental Analyses 

 

Supplemental Table 5 

I conducted an exploratory factor analysis. Using Maximum Likelihood Model and direct oblim 

rotation and suppressing loadings less than .40. This analysis revealed five factors. The noticing 

items did not load on any factors. The empathizing, assessing, and responding items from the 

compassion measure each loaded on their own factor. Additionally, the support measure loaded 

on two factors. I took the three behavior-focused factors to create an overall behavioral 

compassion measure centered around taking action, providing feedback, and providing support.  

 

Results From a Factor Analysis of the Compassion and Support measures 

 

Item Factor loading 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Assessing      

Seek to understand if the employee is 

able to help themselves 

.570     

Assess the prior circumstances leading 

to the employee’s struggles 

.843     

Assess if the employee had prior 

warning signs 

.728     

Assess the employee’s level of 

responsibility 

.438     
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Empathizing      

Connect with their pain  -.757    

Feel their suffering  -.932    

Feel their distress  -.867    

Become emotionally invested  -.720    

Taking Action      

Take practical steps   -.741   

Take action   -.748   

Address the issue   -.820   

Get involved    -.659   

Providing Feedback      

Provide guidance regarding 

performance expectations 

   -.716  

Help employees analyze their 

performance 

   -.695  

Provide constructive feedback 

regarding areas for improvement 

   -.784  

Offer useful suggestions regarding how 

the employee can improve their 

performance 

   -.673  

Providing Support      

Act as a sounding board for your 

employee to develop their ideas 

    .568 

Facilitate creative thinking to help solve 

problems 

    .811 

Encourage your employee to explore 

and try out new alternatives 

    .806 

Express confidence that your employee 

can develop and improve 

    .555 

Encourage your employee to 

continuously develop and improve 

    .484 

Support your employee in taking on 

new challenges 

    .500 

Eigenvalue 10.10 2.93 1.87 1.12 1.06 

% of Total Variance 38.83 11.27 7.19 4.34 4.07 

Total Variance 38.83 50.11 57.29 61.62 65.69% 
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Appendix C 

Dissertation Proposal 

Introduction 

What makes a good life? This question has puzzled humans since the beginning of time. 

From a positive psychological perspective, a good life, also called flourishing encompasses 

wellbeing, resilience, mastery, self-determination, life satisfaction, and growth (VanderWeele, 

2017). For flourishing to ensue, both individual-level and community-level support must be in 

place. For example, when individual’s report self-efficacy, motivation, engagement, and 

achievement, they tend to flourish. In our communities, social and system support, assets, and 

norms can also help to cultivate flourishing (Health Equity & Policy Lab, n.d.). In the current 

work, I focus on individual-level resources. Namely, I suggest that mindsets are key to 

promoting flourishing (Burnette et al., 2023). Mindsets, as defined in Dweck’s work (e.g., 

Dweck, 1999), are beliefs about the malleable (growth) vs. static (fixed) nature of traits, 

attributes, abilities, emotions, and more (Kyler & Moscicki, under review). Given that growth 

mindsets focus on the opportunities for development and are strongly linked to the psychological 

and behavioral processes driving flourishing, these belief systems can be a powerful mechanism 

for promoting the psychological and behavioral processes that can lead to greater wellbeing 

(Biddle et al., 2003; Burnette et al., 2023; Hoyt et al., 2019).  

My programmatic area of research investigates mindsets as key predictors of multiple 

facets of flourishing across contexts. For example, I examine links between growth mindsets and 

flourishing outcomes in areas ranging from poverty to entrepreneurship to parenting. My primary 

goal is to understand how people assign meaning to their attributes and experiences and how 

these beliefs in turn create a pattern of affect, behavior and cognitions—that is, I investigate 
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mindsets and the ABCs of coping as well as the downstream implications of these processes for 

mental health. In addition to the importance of mindsets for the self, these beliefs also impact 

person perception. More recently, my work explores how mindsets shape our opinions of others, 

particularly around judgments and decision-making. My dissertation illustrates this progression 

in my work, with the first two papers focusing on the implications of mindsets for self-related 

outcomes and the third proposed study focusing on how mindsets impact perceptions of others, 

with implications for compassion. Overall, I seek to understand how we can merge conversations 

related to individual-level factors with ones that considers culture and environmental-level 

factors, such as understanding the role of leaders, practices, and policies in shaping outcomes. 

What binds all these areas is the theoretical underpinnings of mindsets. 

As previously mentioned, mindsets, or implicit theories, are beliefs about attributes, 

traits, people, groups, organizations, societies, experiences, and more (Kyler & Moscicki, under 

review). Measured on a continuum (from growth to fixed or enhancing to debilitating), these 

mindsets matter most when we face challenges and are key in understanding our reactions to the 

inevitable setbacks we face in our lives (Dweck, 2016). Originally, mindset research focused on 

what we now call ability mindsets—in other words, when I experience a setback, what is the 

meaning I assign to my own abilities, traits, and/or attributes? The importance of mindsets can 

also be applied to assigning meaning to people, groups, organizations, and societies (Dweck, 

1999; Crum et al., 2013; Hoyt et al., 2022). Additionally, there are also experience mindsets—

that is, when I experience stress, failure, struggle—what is the meaning that I assign to that 

occurrence? Although these types of mindsets ask fundamentally different questions, the glue 

that binds them is the overall focus on the meaning assigned to the nature of the attribute or 
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experience (Dweck, 2016). Both ability and experience mindsets predict flourishing, such as 

wellbeing and resilience (Hoyt et al., 2021; Becker et al., 2023).  

My research extends existing work by exploring multiple theoretically driven 

mechanisms (e.g., narrative identity, attributions) that contribute to flourishing as well as the 

boundary conditions under which growth mindsets promote positive outcomes. In the first 

manuscript, I explored relationships between growth mindsets of anxiety and aspects of 

individual flourishing as well as potential downsides of these growth mindsets. In the second 

manuscript, I merged two meaning-making systems, mindset theory and narrative identity 

theory, to better understand their relationship with the affective, behavioral, and cognitive 

aspects of coping. Specifically, in this second manuscript, I focused on struggle experience 

mindsets and their link to coping as well as social, emotional, and psychological wellbeing.  

Building on my existing theoretical foundation and published work, in the third 

manuscript, I seek to better understand the role of leaders’ mindsets of people in shaping positive 

outcomes for employees. I also continue to explore under what conditions mindsets may elicit 

more positive as well as more negative outcomes. Before detailing my third set of studies, I 

include a brief overview of the first two published manuscripts.  

Manuscripts 

Growth mindsets of anxiety: Do the benefits to individual flourishing come with societal 

costs?  

The first manuscript, titled, “Growth mindsets of anxiety: Do the benefits to individual 

flourishing come with societal costs?” (Hoyt, Burnette, Nash, Becker, & Billingsley, 2021) was 

accepted for publication by the Journal of Positive Psychology on November 13, 2021, after an 

initial submission on May 28, 2021. The Journal of Positive Psychology focuses on basic 
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research examining outcomes such as happiness, wellbeing, and other positive psychology topics 

across various subdisciplines in the field of psychology. The impact factor in 2021 was 4.10.  

In this work, I examined people’s beliefs about the malleability or fixed nature of anxiety. 

Across six studies (N=1,761) I investigated links between growth mindsets of anxiety and 

various aspects of flourishing (e.g., wellbeing, resilience, and grit). I also examined causal 

relationships among these variables and the mediating role of threat appraisals. Threat appraisals 

involve evaluating the perceived level of severity and harm of the threat and whether one can 

cope with their stressors (Crum et al., 2017; Seo et al., 2020). When one believes they have the 

resources to meet the challenges they face, this can buffer against psychological distress as well 

as physiological effects (Crum et al., 2017; Kassam et al., 2009; Mendes et al., 2007; Seo et al., 

2020). However, when one believes they do not have the resources to address the challenge, it 

can lead to negative physiological, cognitive, and affective outcomes (Kassam et al., 2009; 

Mendes et al., 2007). In prior work, growth mindsets buffer negative effects even when threat is 

perceived to be high, as individuals may perceive it as a learning and growth opportunity (Crum 

et al., 2017). However, although viewing the self as capable of handling stressors can impact 

motivations related to helping others in ways that may have costs, relative to the benefits for the 

self. That is, viewing the threat as less harmful may diminish one’s motivation to take part in 

activism initiatives given that threat and distress often motivate individuals to act (Baldassare & 

Katz, 1992; Miller & Krosnick, 2004). We sought to extend and replicate this work, focusing on 

growth mindsets of anxiety, threat appraisal, wellbeing, and activism. 

In Study 1, we found that growth mindsets of anxiety are positively related to flourishing 

and negatively related to activism intent. In Study 2, we primed participants with manipulated 

articles from the “APA Science Observer,” providing evidence that anxiety is either fixed or 
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changeable. Although the manipulation shifted growth mindsets, it failed to directly impact 

flourishing outcomes. Nonetheless, self-reported growth mindsets replicated findings from Study 

2. In Study 3, we focused on the link between growth mindsets of anxiety and activism and 

included threat appraisals as a potential link. We found that growth mindsets of anxiety predicted 

lower levels of activism intentions and threat appraisals significantly mediated the relationship 

between growth mindsets of anxiety and activism intentions, even when controlling for trait 

anxiety and political ideology. In Studies 4 and 5, growth mindsets of anxiety predicted greater 

flourishing (i.e., psychological wellbeing, resilience, and grit). We also replicated the mediation 

of growth mindsets of anxiety and activism intentions via threat appraisals, again controlling for 

political ideology, but added a measure of the Big 5 personality traits. In Study 6, stronger 

growth mindsets again predicted greater flourishing. Threat appraisals mediated the link between 

growth mindsets of anxiety and activism intentions.  

Overall, these studies replicated effects from previous literature examining associations 

between growth mindsets and flourishing outcomes and adds to the literature by understanding 

how one mechanism (i.e., threat appraisals) that links to positive outcomes (e.g., mental health) 

can lead to costs (e.g., reduced activism intentions). An internal meta-analysis offered an 

overview of the strength of these findings, with links between mindsets and flourishing 

producing an overall effect size of r=.42, mindsets with threat appraisals producing an overall 

effect size of r=-.27, threat appraisals with activism intentions producing an overall effect size of 

r=.52, and mindsets with activism intentions producing an overall effect size of r=-.25. In terms 

of benchmarks, the link to flourishing is stronger than the link between social media use and 

wellbeing (r=-0.07, Huang, 2017) and taking anti-depressant medication for mild-to-moderate 
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depression, relative to a control group (r=.10, Fournier et al., 2010). Overall, this initial work 

replicates findings outlining that mindsets matter for flourishing.  

 Coping in the time of COVID-19: Mindsets and the stories we tell 

The second manuscript, titled, “Coping in the time of COVID-19: Mindsets and the 

stories we tell,” (Becker, Burnette, & Hoyt, 2022) was accepted for publication by the Journal of 

Applied Social Psychology on October 1, 2022, after an initial submission on February 25, 2022. 

The Journal of Applied Social Psychology publishes research focused on applications to societal 

issues across a wide array of disciplines. The impact factor in 2022 was 2.65. This was my 

second-year project publication. 

Although this set of studies still examined wellbeing, we shifted the focus of this study 

from mindsets about traits, such as anxiety, to mindsets about experiences. In particular, we 

focused on the meaning people assign to the experience of struggle. That is, when an individual 

experienced struggle, did they more strongly view it as an enhancing experience, leading to 

learning and growth opportunities? Or instead, did they see it as more debilitating, or something 

that inhibited learning and growth opportunities? These evaluations exist along a continuum 

rather than a dichotomy. In this set of two studies (N=803), we merged mindset theory with 

narrative identity theory, and explored how these two meaning-making systems relate to one 

another, as well as coping (affect, cognition, and behavior), and wellbeing. In Study 1, we 

surveyed parents about their mindsets of struggle and asked them to write about a specific 

parenting challenge they have faced recently. We coded parents’ narratives for motivational 

themes of agency, redemption, and contamination. Throughout the coding process, we found 

another theme, languishing, which represents a story that has a negative beginning and ending, 

signifying a sense of stagnation. We also included measures of coping (affect, cognition, and 
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behavior). In Study 1, we found that stronger struggle-is-enhancing mindsets were positively 

related to the themes of agency and redemption and negatively related to contamination and 

languishing themes. In terms of coping, and similar to prior mindset literature, stronger struggle-

is-enhancing mindsets were related to less negative affect, more active coping behaviors, and 

greater future expectations of success.  

In Study 2, we expanded the study to the general U.S. adult population. We again asked 

about their mindsets of struggle but changed the narrative prompt to ask participants to describe 

a particular COVID-19 challenge they had faced. We again coded for agency, redemption, 

contamination, and languishing and assessed coping. We also added a measure of social, 

emotional, and psychological wellbeing (Keyes, 2006). In Study 2, we replicated the links in 

Study 1, but left contamination out of the analyses given that less than 1% of the responses were 

coded as contamination. We also found that stronger struggle-is-enhancing mindsets were 

positively related to social, emotional and psychological wellbeing. Given that mindsets and 

narrative identity themes are both meaning-making systems, we wanted to examine predictors of 

wellbeing and therefore ran a multiple regression, with both mindsets and narrative identity 

themes (agency, redemption, & languishing). Our findings indicated that struggle-is-enhancing 

mindsets were the only significant predictor of social, emotional, and psychological wellbeing.  

Overall, these two studies provided evidence that growth mindsets and motivational 

narrative identity themes are related, and both meaning-making systems matter for affective, 

behavioral, and cognitive aspects of coping. Finally, we found support for struggle-is-enhancing 

mindsets as a predictor of wellbeing. Building on these papers, as well as other published work, 

in my third manuscript, I seek to understand the role of mindsets in perceptions and decisions 

related to others.  



  73 

 

Why are you late to work? The role of mindsets and attributions in shaping managers’ 

compassion for employees         

The third manuscript, tentatively titled “Why are you late to work? The role of mindsets 

and attributions in shaping managers’ compassion for employees,” is in progress with plans for 

submission in May 2024. The submission outlet I’m proposing is Organizational Behavior and 

Human Decision Processes (IF: 5.61).  

Introduction 

As humans, we make around 35,000 decisions every day (Hoomans, 2015). Here, I focus 

on manager’s decision-making in terms of showing compassion when employees are struggling. 

Although managers often face difficult decisions, COVID-19 created a host of additional 

challenges within the business sector, including record high levels of turnover, the Great 

Resignation, quiet quitting, and more (Serenko, 2022; Cohen, 2021; Buscaglia, 2022). The trend 

is likely to continue, with close to half the workforce estimated to consider leaving their current 

position, globally (The Work Trend Index, 2021). This leads to a greater strain on managers due 

to the exacerbation of knowledge gaps when employees leave and negative effects on employees 

who choose to stay at the company (e.g., anxiety, stress; Serenko, 2022). As a result, managers 

are likely to face employees who are burned out, struggling to stay on task, and disengaged. 

Importantly, manager’s responses to these struggles may set the stage for whether employees 

stay or leave.  

Whereas compassion can cultivate healthy, supportive work environments, punitive 

responses can create a more toxic environment, with implications for turnover (Sull et al., 2022). 

Compassion is defined and assessed in the scientific literature in two ways: feelings and actions 

(Goetz et al., 2010; Narratives of Compassion in Organizations, 2000; Rudolph et al., 2004). 
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Given that compassion has both affective and behavioral components, I choose to measure both 

to fully capture the construct (Narratives of Compassion in Organizations, 2000). The affective 

component involves feelings, although identifying the emotion of compassion can be difficult 

(Goetz et al., 2010; Wilson & Gilbert, 2003). Behavioral or action-based compassion focuses on 

the ways in which compassion is expressed through supportive actions, which may include 

aiding in work/life balance, providing emotional and mental health programs, and offering 

opportunities for growth and development.  

Managerial compassion can help buffer against some of the negative effects of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, (Hirsch, 2021; Taylor, 2020). For example, quiet quitting (i.e., the idea 

that individuals will only perform duties assigned in their role description and no longer go 

above and beyond), is rooted in “...the failure of many managers and supervisors to honor their 

fundamental leadership responsibilities required to engage, empower, and inspire employees 

with whom they work” (Mahand & Caldwell, 2023, p. 9). Quiet quitting, like the Great 

Resignation, is a signal to employers about a potentially unhealthy working environment 

(Mahand & Caldwell, 2023). When managers do not provide employees with support alongside 

professional learning and growth opportunities, it can signal to the employee that there may be 

little room for building their skills and being promoted (Kelly, 2022). Additionally, when 

managers fail to acknowledge employee struggles, or show compassion, it can also lead to 

negative outcomes for employees (Mahand & Caldwell, 2022; Worline & Dutton, 2017). 

However, when managers and organizations signal that they value and prioritize employees by 

being supportive, even during challenging times, employees are more engaged, creative, and 

loyal to their company (Rath & Harter, 2019 in Mahand & Caldwell, 2022).  
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Considering the implications of compassion for both the organization and the employee, 

an important empirical question becomes: “What predicts when managers offer compassion 

rather than responding to employees less than optimal behaviors in punitive ways?” Existing 

research outlines a few potential explanations. For example, company climate predicted 

manager’s willingness to engage in the development of women’s skills, retention, and promotion 

in STEM (Braun & Turner, 2014). However, lacking the resources, or skills, can be a barrier to 

support (Kanov et al., 2017; Paakkanen et al., 2021) as can stress (Narratives of Compassion in 

Organizations, 2000). I seek to add to this literature, focusing on individuals’ meaning-making 

belief systems, or mindsets, as predictors of compassion and I merge this perspective with 

attribution theory to outline mechanisms.   

Mindset Theory 

First, I suggest that one’s mindset about the nature of people is critical for making sense 

of employee’s struggles and is an integral part of deciding whether to offer compassion 

(Paakkanen et al., 2021). For example, stronger fixed, relative to growth, mindsets of people 

predicted stronger inferences that someone’s behavior is indicative of their underlying traits, and 

expectations that the person would exhibit the same behavior in other similar contexts (Chiu et 

al., 1997). In addition to believing in the stability of traits and behavior, individuals with stronger 

fixed, relative to growth, mindsets are more likely to make more negative social judgments when 

a person errs, and they are more likely to recommend punishment (Erdley & Dweck, 1993). In 

contrast, individuals with a stronger growth, relative to fixed, mindset are more likely to see the 

misbehavior or setback as an opportunity for learning and growth, leading them to provide 

feedback that encourages improvement and smarter strategy-choice. These attributions and 

strategies tend to encourage helping behavior (Chiu et al., 1997; Heslin et al., 2008; Heyman & 
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Dweck, 1998, Karafantis & Levy, 2004; Zhang & Zhang, 2008). Stronger growth mindsets, 

relative to stronger fixed mindsets, also predict less stereotyping and stigma and thus tend to 

predict restorative approaches rather than punitive ones (Hoyt et al., 2019; 2022; Levy et al., 

1998). Overall, mindsets, especially beliefs about the fundamental nature of people, set up the 

meaning assigned to the situation and guide whether a person recommends a punitive action, a 

compassionate approach, or avoids the issue altogether.  

Related research, specifically in a work context, finds a similar pattern of results with 

outcomes focused on manager’s mindsets and their willingness to coach (Heslin et al., 2006). For 

example, managers who hold stronger growth mindsets, relative to those with stronger fixed 

mindsets, are more likely to notice both improvements and reductions in an employee’s 

performance, whereas individuals with a stronger fixed mindset were more likely to see their 

employee’s performance as stable (Heslin et al., 2005). Additionally, managers who participated 

in a growth mindset intervention, relative to those in the control condition, were more likely to 

report willingness to coach an employee who was struggling and acknowledged employee’s 

gains in performance (Heslin et al., 2006). In turn, employee coaching can play a mediating role 

in the relationship between growth mindsets and employee behaviors such as willingness to help 

coworkers (Özduran & Tanova, 2017).  

In sum, leaders’ decisions when their employees struggle (e.g., choosing to respond 

compassionately, punish, avoid) impact their supervisee’s outcomes in both the short and long-

term. Given that punitive approaches are linked to more negative employee outcomes, finding 

ways to encourage managerial compassion when employees struggle is paramount to helping 

them flourish. In the current study, I suggest that growth mindsets are one potential predictor of 
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compassion as these beliefs encourage more external, unstable attributions, providing a path 

forward for compassion.  

Attribution Theory 

I merge mindset theory with attribution theory to try and designate a potential mechanism 

linking mindsets to compassion. Attribution theory is comprised of three elements: locus of 

causality, stability, and control (Weiner, 1985). Locus of causality refers to internal (i.e., 

dispositional) and external (i.e., situational) explanations (Weiner, 1985). For example, one may 

interpret one’s poor presentation skills as an indicator of low ability (internal) or their manager’s 

lack of task clarity (external). The second dimension, stability, refers to whether the event or 

someone’s behavior is attributable to a stable or unstable factor (Weiner, 1985). A stable factor is 

consistent (e.g., the employee always presents poorly) whereas an unstable factor is temporary 

and may not repeat across similar situations (e.g., the employee usually gives excellent 

presentations, Weiner, 1985). The third dimension is controllability, which examines the extent 

to which the situation or behavior is deemed as within the person’s control or outside of the 

person’s control (Weiner, 1985). For example, the amount of effort one exerts to prepare for the 

presentation may be deemed controllable, but the amount of time an employee is given to 

prepare for the presentation may be seen as uncontrollable.  

Mindsets, Attributions, and Compassion 

Attributions for poor employee performance are often ambiguous and thus, individuals 

must make meaning of the situation and whether it warrants compassion (Weick, 2012; Weick et 

al., 2005). The individual must formulate a cause of the event, which tends to lead to questions 

about whether the person is deserving of assistance (Atkins & Parker, 2012). Attributions that are 

more externally focused, unstable and uncontrollable tend to elicit more helping behavior 
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(Weiner, 1980). These judgments are also called lay dispositionism in the mindset literature 

(Erdley & Dweck, 1993; Chiu et al., 1997). Engaging in lay dispositionism refers to the way in 

which people infer causes of an individual’s behavior by looking at their traits and other 

attributes to infer something about the person, rather than the situation (Ross & Nisbett, 1991). 

Individuals with stronger growth mindsets of people, relative to those with stronger fixed 

mindsets, are less likely to believe a single situation is indicative of the person’s future behavior 

in similar situations—that is their attributions are less focused on stability (Chiu et al., 1997). 

Additionally, although most individuals tend to make internal attributions (e.g., traits, character), 

rather than external (e.g., situational), this fundamental attribution error (Ross, 1977) is stronger 

for individuals with fixed, relative to growth mindsets. In other words, stronger growth, relative 

to fixed, mindsets predict more external attributions. In the current work, I focus on trait-based 

and stable, relative to situation-based and unstable, attributions, given that the former, predicted 

stronger punishment recommendations (Chiu et al., 1997; Erdley & Dweck; 1993; Singh & Lin, 

2011). Overall, attributions focused on individual traits, culpability and stability predict less 

compassion, whereas situational external and unstable attributions predict more compassion 

(e.g., Cushman, 2008; Goetz & Halgren, 2020; Weiner, 1993, 1995). In summary, I suggest that 

growth mindsets predict and lead to less trait-focused attributions and thus more compassion (see 

Figure 1).  
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Growth Mindset Interventions 

I also test if these mindsets can be manipulated and encouraged via longer interventions 

to promote greater compassion. Although there is a plethora of growth mindset interventions 

designed to foster stronger growth mindsets of attributes and thereby promote achievement (see 

Burnette et al., 2023), there is limited work examining the potential to enhance interpersonal 

outcomes by leveraging growth mindsets of people. These interventions are the focus of the 

current work and initial evidence is promising (Yeager et al., 2013a, 2013b, 2014). For example, 

in adolescents, these interventions lower aggressive behaviors, lessen negative responses to 

bullying and hamper attributions of antagonistic intentions, to name a few of the beneficial 

outcomes (Yeager et al., 2013a, 2013b, 2014). These interventions also promote more supportive 

responses, rather than punitive behavior (Keating & Heslin, 2015). Specifically, in the domain of 

management, interventions targeting growth mindsets of people increased managers’ willingness 

to coach employees, the number of coaching suggestions, the quality of coaching, and the 

manager’s attention to performance improvements (Heslin et al., 2005, 2006). I build on this 

work and combine it with related and emerging research suggesting that synergetic approaches to 

mindset interventions may be more powerful. 

Synergistic Mindset and Attribution Intervention 

Synergistic mindset interventions are rare and typically combine multiple types of 

mindsets (i.e., stress and intelligence; Yeager et al., 2022) or integrate sense of belonging or 

sense of purpose with mindsets (Paunesku et al., 2015; Yeager et al., 2016). In the current work, 

given my focus on both growth mindsets and external situational attributions in promoting 

compassion, I propose a synergistic intervention in which I will target both mindsets and 

attributions simultaneously. Mindset interventions typically aim to increase people’s beliefs 
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regarding the changeable nature of individuals and promote positive outcomes such as less 

adverse reactions when experiencing a social hardship, lower stress, better academic 

performance, boosting prosocial behavior, and more (Yeager et al., 2013a, 2013b; Yeager et al., 

2014). These interventions vary greatly, but can consist of some or all of the following: in-person 

facilitation, videos, articles about the malleable nature of people using science about 

neuroplasticity, advice and stories from other students explaining how they changed and grew 

over time, and the utilization of a saying-is-believing exercise (e.g., writing to another person 

who may be experiencing an interpersonal challenge and using what they’ve learned about 

mindsets and the brain to provide advice, Good et al., 2003; Yeager et al., 2022). Attribution 

interventions use a variety of approaches, from changing cognitions such as negative, internal 

attributions, to teaching adaptive attributions (i.e., a different strategy may be needed), to 

teaching reattribution (e.g., changing one’s attribution from an internal cause to an external 

cause, Dryden et al., 2021; Hudley & Graham, 1993; Perry et al., 2014; Wilson et al., 2002). 

Interventions targeting the stability component of attributions are particularly effective, such as 

teaching college students that academic difficulties during their first year of college are 

temporary, or unstable, which led students to earn better grades and helped to increase college 

retention rates (Jesse & Gregory 1986-1987; Wilson & Linville, 1982, 1985).  

I take this latter approach and propose combining a growth mindset of people 

intervention with and attribution intervention to foster greater management compassion in the 

wake of employee struggles.  
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Methods 

Design 

I am proposing a 3-study approach. I will conduct the studies via an online Qualtrics 

survey and recruit participants via CloudResearch, an online data platform with rigorous data 

quality and carelessness checks, such as their SENTRY system, which requires each participant 

complete a short pre-survey to determine eligibility, attention, etc. (Litman & Abberbock, 2017). 

Individuals who are 18 years or older, currently reside in the United States, and identify as a 

manager (i.e., an individual who supervises other employees in a work setting) will be eligible to 

participate. The first study will examine relationships between variables: mindsets of people, 

trait-focused attributions, and compassion. Study 2 will utilize a manipulate-the-mediator design. 

This will help ensure causality claims by establishing temporal precedence of the mediator (i.e., 

M comes before Y) and can help to account for potential confounds (Pirlott & MacKinnon. 

2016). In these designs, the researcher manipulates the level of the mediator (e.g., trait-focused 

vs. situational), rather than allowing the individual to self-select the level of the mediator (Pirlott 

& MacKinnon, 2016). In Study 3, I will develop and test a synergistic intervention to foster 

growth mindsets and greater attention to external attributions with the goal of positively 

impacting managers’ compassion for their employees who are struggling.  

Measures 

Mindsets of People 

This 8-item measure (Dweck, 1999) will assess participants’ beliefs about the 

malleability of people. The scale reflects the degree to which individuals believe people can 

change (e.g., Everyone, no matter who they are, can significantly change their basic 

characteristics, 1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree). There are four fixed mindset items and 
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four growth mindset items. The four fixed mindset items will be recoded so a higher score 

indicates a stronger growth mindset of people.    

Attributions 

To assess attributions, participants will read a scenario explaining their employee is 

disengaged at work. Participants will be asked the following open-ended questions: 1) What do 

you think is the main reason for such behavior? 2) How would you respond? Next, they will 

complete a self-report measure, which will be adapted from previous literature to examine trait-

based attributions, relative to situational—this assessment will also include components of cross-

situational generality and stability. The measure will be adapted from Heyman & Dweck (1998). 

After being presented with the scenario, participants will be asked questions to understand 

participants’ trait evaluations, cross-situational generality, and stability. To assess trait 

evaluations, participants will be asked, “Thinking about the scenario above, does this mean the 

employee is lazy?” To assess cross-situational generality, participants will be asked, “Thinking 

about the scenario above, do you think the employee will be lazy in other situations?” Finally, to 

assess stability, participants will be asked, “Thinking about the scenario above, does this mean 

the employee will always act this way?” These will be measured dichotomously (0=no, 1=yes).  

Compassion 

To assess the affective and action aspects of compassion, I will use the Sussex-Oxford 

Compassion Scale, which would be adapted from a trait-based measure to a state-based measure 

(Gu et al., 2020). This measure includes 20-items and is measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale 

(1=not at all, 5=always true). It examines the five aspects of compassion: recognizing suffering 

(e.g., “In this scenario, I would recognize when my employee is feeling distressed without them 

having to tell me”), understanding the universality of suffering (e.g., “In this scenario, I would 
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understand that everyone experiences suffering at some point in their lives), feeling for the 

person suffering (e.g., “In this scenario, because my employee is going through a difficult time, I 

feel kindly towards them”), tolerating uncomfortable feelings (e.g., “In this scenario, when my 

employee is upset, I would try to stay open to their feelings rather than avoid them”), and acting 

or being motivated to act to alleviate suffering items (e.g., “In this scenario, when my employee 

is struggling, I would try to do things that would be helpful”). A higher score indicates more 

compassion toward employees.  

Study 2 Manipulations 

In Study 2, I will manipulate both mindsets of people (fixed and growth) and will also 

manipulate attributions (trait vs. situation) to demonstrate the causal link between M and Y 

(Pirlott & MacKinnon, 2016). Although there are multiple types of manipulate-the-mediator 

designs, I propose the concurrent double randomization design and enhancement approach 

(Pirlott & MacKinnon, 2016). The goal of this approach is to manipulate the independent 

variable and mediator at the same time to bolster the effect of the mediator to see how these 

changes also influence the effect of differing levels of X (i.e., growth, fixed) on Y (i.e., 

compassion), compared to a control condition that “allows the mediator to vary freely” (Pirlott & 

MacKinnon, 2016, p. 7). By queuing a situational explanation, I expect it will elicit more 

compassion from participants in both the fixed and growth mindset conditions and less 

compassion from participants in both the fixed and growth mindset conditions in the trait-based 

condition, relative to the control group. In other words, growth mindsets will only predict 

compassion in the situational condition, or when attention to external attributions is encouraged 

(Pirlott & MacKinnon, 2016). I will also measure both the IV and the mediator as a manipulation 

check (Pirlott & MacKinnon, 2016).  
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The mindset manipulation will have two conditions: growth and fixed. To induce a 

stronger growth or fixed mindset, I will draw on prior mindset literature that has successfully 

manipulated mindsets using researcher-created scientific articles that discuss the malleability of 

people (growth) or the innate nature of people (fixed) with scientific evidence (Yeager et al., 

2019).  

Participants will be given the same scenario from Study 1. In the trait-focused attribution 

condition, we will provide an internal/stable attribution for the behavior. Namely, participants 

will be offered the explanation that the employee is unmotivated and consistently misses 

deadlines, priming an internal, stable cause. For the situational attribution condition, we will 

provide an external/unstable attribution for the behavior. Namely, participants will be given the 

explanation that the employee had a death in the family to prime an external, unstable 

explanation.  

Study 3 Intervention Implementation 

Finally, taking the findings from Studies 1 and 2, I will develop an intervention to foster 

stronger growth mindsets and to also reduce trait-based attributions to determine mechanisms we 

can leverage to increase managers’ compassion for their employees who are struggling.  

This cross-sectional study will consist of a treatment condition (growth mindsets + 

situational attributions) and a control group (democratic leadership). Participants will be 

randomly assigned to one of these conditions. In the growth mindset condition, they will read an 

article with information on neuroplasticity and how this connects to the ability for people to 

change as well as content from managers illustrating how many challenges people go through 

can be adaptive, attributed to situational sources, and can change over time (Perry et al., 2014; 

Yeager et al., 2019). These scenarios will mirror the process of reattribution, giving examples of 
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how managers reattributed employee struggles to temporary, situational factors (Good et al., 

2003). Like previous synergistic interventions, these concepts will not be introduced disparately, 

but will be woven together in a cohesive manner (Yeager et al., 2022). After the intervention, 

participants will read a scenario about an employee and then I will measure participants’ 

mindsets of people, attributions, compassion, and relevant demographic characteristics.  

To reduce demand characteristics, I will not measure anything at baseline (e.g., 

mindsets), to avoid cuing the participant as to the intent of the experiment prior randomly 

assigning them to either the growth mindset and attributions condition or the control condition 

(Kite & Whitley, 2018). Additionally, including a reminder in the consent form that participants 

can withdraw from participation at any time will be helpful in reducing effects of negative 

participant roles, and including the self-report responding tendencies scale may help to reduce 

issues pertaining to low motivation (Bruhlman et al., 2020; Kite & Whitley, 2018).   

Integrative Review Preview 

In the integrative review portion of my proposed dissertation, I will determine the 

overarching themes identified in the findings from all three manuscripts. In detecting these 

themes and key findings, I will focus on the importance of these meaning-making systems and 

potential implications for flourishing, such as how mindsets are linked to active coping strategies 

and wellbeing and the ways in which leaders can support employees using compassionate 

approaches. Additionally, I will discuss the boundary conditions of these findings and limitations 

pertaining to generalizability. Lastly, I will discuss future avenues for this research examining 

multiple levers (e.g., beliefs and attributions) and their potential for interventions that focus on 

using a systems-level approach to design programs that will provide an opportunity for leaders to 

create growth-oriented, supportive environments through their practices and policies. In 
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considering applications, I will take a heterogeneity-attuned approach, one that acknowledges the 

importance of context as it pertains to intervention outcomes and how these effects might 

fluctuate when replicated in different locations with different populations (Bryan et al., 2021). 

Therefore, I will consider potential causes of heterogeneity (i.e., experimental procedure, 

research population, objective or structural affordances of the context, and psychological 

affordances of the context) based on my sample and measure these characteristics to account for 

potential heterogeneity (Bryan et al., 2021).  

Proposed Timeline 
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