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WHAT IS A GROWTH MINDSET?

When was the last time you learned something new?

For some, learning is a formal activity that only happens in a classroom or training room. But 
not always. In some respects, to be alive is to be a learner. You really can “learn something new 
every day”! On the other hand, when things are feeling unnecessarily challenging or “stuck”, it 
could be because you’re not giving yourself  permission to be a learner.

The way to overcome this is to cultivate a “growth mindset”.

If  this phrase is unfamiliar to you, you might like to watch Professor Carol Dweck of  Stanford 
University talk about “The power of  believing that you can improve”.

According to Dweck:
• people who have a “fixed mindset” believe that their basic qualities (such as intelligence or 

talent) are fixed traits that can’t be changed; and
• people who have a “growth mindset” believe that their basic abilities can be developed 

through dedication and hard work.

A growth mindset is vital to high performance. Not only does it make learning more enjoyable, 
but it also enhances motivation, productivity and resilience. But even if  you enjoy learning, it can 
be easy to fall into the trap of  a fixed mindset in relation to some things.

The next few pages* will help you to identify where your current mindset might be getting in the 
way of  being a learner (and therefore of  discovering new perspectives on old problems) and how 
you could adjust your mindset to be more open to learning and discovery.

You can use this checklist in any context – and specifically in the context of  being a more 
authentic leader.

*Parts A and B are adapted, with appreciation, from a list produced by the Newfield Institute (also known as the 
Ontological Coaching Institute in Asia and Europe) called “Enemies and Allies of Learning”.
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Part A: LEARNING INHIBITORS

Let’s begin by identifying the attitudes and beliefs that might be keeping you stuck in a fixed 
mindset.

Which of  the following statements describe how you feel about learning? (Circle or highlight any 
that apply.)

• I don’t want to admit that I don’t know.

• I don’t want to explore what I don’t know that I don’t know.

• I don’t want to admit that someone else knows.

• I tend to confuse having an opinion with knowing the truth.

• I lack confidence in my ability to learn.

• I am overly concerned about what others might think of  me.

• I’m afraid of  being judged by others.

• I have to get it right and be perfect.

• I compare myself  to others and think negatively of  myself  and/or them.

• I feel like I should already know this.

• I jump to conclusions. I assess or judge everything instantly and am not open to new 
possibilities.

• I am too busy to learn.

• I already know a lot about this topic and am not prepared to unlearn what I already know. (I 
am too attached to my existing knowledge.)

• I lack the patience to learn; I want everything now.

• I am obsessed with the need for certainty. I have to be clear all the time and get it right.

• I am anxious about learning. I fear that I won’t be good enough.

• I am caught up in a mood of  confusion rather than curiosity.

• I am too tired to learn.

• I don’t take time to reflect and apply what I’m learning.

• I suffer from “shiny objects syndrome”. I scratch the surface but tend not to persist.
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Part B: LEARNING ENABLERS

Now, let’s explore some different perspectives to help you to cultivate a growth mindset and tap 
into the all-important qualities of  curiosity, courage and (self-)compassion.

Which of  the following statements could you choose to adopt in order to become more open to 
learning? (Circle or highlight any that could apply – then choose ONE to focus on.)

• It’s okay that I don’t know [how to do something].

• I don’t know – and I want to learn.

• I am willing to ask for help with this.

• I wonder who would be in the best position to help me with this…

• [Name] seems to know a lot about this – I can and want to learn from him/her/them.

• I’m not perfect and I don’t need to be – I am learning.

• I wonder what could be possible if  I were to…

• I can’t be expected to know it all, so I’ll keep at it…

• It’s totally acceptable not to know everything or have all the answers.

• This is important to me, but I don’t need to be overly serious about it.

• I am willing to make time to learn, recognising that it can be a slow process at first.

• I will take care of  my health so that I have the energy to learn.

• I’m feeling uncomfortable because the outcome is uncertain, not because I can’t do it.

• Discomfort is a sign that I’m learning.*

• I accept that I might feel uncomfortable or unsettled as I explore new perspectives and 
experiences, and I’m willing to stick with it.

• I will do whatever I can to explore all possible options.

• I’m passionate about improving myself, and I’m going to find a way to make it happen.

*…UNLESS that discomfort is telling you that you are out of alignment with your values or otherwise putting 
yourself in physical or psychological danger. Trust your gut and act accordingly!


