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DOES YOUR WORKPLACE 
HAVE A GROWTH MINDSET?                                                                                                                    

By: Michelle McQuaid

How is success measured 
in your organization? Is it 
al l about the results you 
achieve? Or is about the effort 
that you make? 
If your workplace is like most, 
chances are it’s the results that 
matter most. After all the ability 
to successfully deliver outcomes 
— be it growth and profit, 
student results or community 

benefits — is the point of nearly every organization. But what if 
focusing primarily on results was undermining the very 
success your workplace was trying so hard to achieve? 

Professor Carol Dweck at Stanford University has found that when 
it comes to achieving success, more important than believing 
in our abilities is the belief that we can improve upon our 
abilities. While much has been written  about how these beliefs 
shape our individual success and wellbeing, her latest research 
suggests that these beliefs also exist within our organizations, and 
shape our ability to create innovative, risk-taking cultures and have 
happier employees.

You see when organizations only measure us by our outcomes, 
Dweck suggests that this creates a “fixed mindset” culture, 
where being smart and talented is prized above all other behaviors. 
When we’re worried that the outcome is all that matters, it seems 
we’ll do whatever it takes to deliver a result including hoarding 
resources (even from our team mates), lying to our colleagues and 
clients and blaming others when things don’t go right. But perhaps 
the biggest risk in these cultures is that we tend to ignore, avoid, or 
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“What did you learn today? What mistake did you make that taught you something? What did you try hard at today?
Carol Dweck

“When we are unwilling to revise our thinking in light of changing circumstances, we wind up with an unreliable story.”                                                                                       
Michael & Megan Hyatt       
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WITH A GROWTH 

MINDSET

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/michelle-mcquaid
https://psychology.stanford.edu/sites/all/files/cdwecklearning%2520success_0.pdf
https://hbr.org/2010/11/do-you-have-a-growth-mindset/
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abandon the potentially valuable learning opportunities that enable 
growth and innovation.

When organizations measure us by the efforts that we make however, 
Dweck suggests they embody a “growth mindset” culture of 
development, where the willingness to put in our best effort and to 
learn and grow is what’s valued the most. When we feel confident that 
giving things our best shot and learning from the experience is what 
really counts, it seems that we’re more willing to collaborate with 
others, to innovate and learn from our successes and failures and to 
behave ethically. Perhaps most importantly we’re equipped to deal with 
setbacks and seek out opportunities for growth and innovation. For 
example,  Dweck’s research has found  that employees in 
growth mindset workplaces are: 

•47% likelier to say that their colleagues are trustworthy, 
•34%  likelier to feel a strong sense of ownership and commitment to the 
company, 
•65% likelier to say that the company supports risk taking, and 
•49% likelier to say that the company fosters innovation. 

So how can you help foster more of a growth mindset in 
your organization? Leaders with a growth mindset see talent and 
intelligence as just the starting point, and instead are interested in 
cultivating people’s effort and willingness to learn. 

Here are three ways they achieve this: 
• They tell growth mindset stories: They tune into the stories 
their teams are telling about why things are happening and what might 
happen next. When the thoughts, feelings and actions shaped by these 
stories are only fixated on outcomes that are undermining people’s 
confidence, they respectfully challenge them by asking: “Is that true? Is it 
the only explanation?” and seek out equally believable alternatives that 
are focused on effort, learning and growth. 

• They don’t fear feedback or failure:  They openly ask for 
feedback on how they and their team are doing and frame these as 
learning opportunities for growth and development. They also own and 
share their mistakes, rather than pretending they are not happening, 
sweeping them under the rug or blaming others. You should have seen 
the shock on my team’s faces when I started sharing “my screw up of 
the week” at our weekly meetings, and invited them to do the same if 
they wanted.

• Finally they reward effort not outcomes: They give feedback 
and show appreciation for the efforts and learning they can see 
unfolding, rather than just the outcomes being achieved. They present 
skills as learnable, invest in development coaching and create cultures of 
self-examination, open communication and teamwork. 
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Of course this doesn’t mean they don’t still value outcomes. It just means 
that by focusing on the beliefs and practices that actually shape our 
confidence to try, to learn and to grow that they are more likely to get 
the desired results.

And if your manager isn’t ready for these steps yet, perhaps you can find 
ways to practice some of these growth mindset actions for yourself. 
There’s nothing stopping you challenging the stories you tell, celebrating 
your screw up of the week or rewarding your own efforts - without ever 
having to tell your manager you’re redefining the goals for your own 
success. I know it sounds counter-intuitive but the moment I started 
focusing on my own goals for growth, it made achieving my manager’s 
required outcomes much easier.  
 
Now if you’re reading this and feeling that you’ve got this growth mindset 
thing all covered, then I’m going to respectfully suggest that perhaps not 
very growth mindset. So if there were one action you could 
take to cultivate more of a growth mindset today for 
yourself or your team, where would you start?

FOUR WAYS TO CREATE A 
GROWTH-MINDSET TEAM

John Estafanous

In my experience leading and working with 
teams — whether they’re startups, groups 
of engineers, or global leadership — there 
are a few things that have really stood out 
to drive success. First, leaders and team 
members have to be willing to “stand up” to 
lead or drive initiatives and to “show up” 
consistently as doers who take action to drive 
progress. Second, they have to be willing to 

do more work. This doesn’t mean more hours per se, but it does mean 
they have to work outside of their comfort zones. Finally, they have to be 
enthusiastically willing to learn and develop new skills.

This is how growth mindsets show up in real life. If you’re looking for a 
clear description of growth-minded people, my favorite is from a Harvard 
Business Review article (by Carol Dweck: “Individuals who believe their talents 
can be developed (through hard work, good strategies and input from others).” I 
have seen firsthand, throughout my career collaborating with colleagues 
and with RallyBright clients, proof of Dweck’s conclusion that when 
companies adopt this way of thinking their employees are more 
empowered and committed.
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The Resilience Connection 
The research we’ve done on teams at  RallyBright  has shown us that 
resilience is the defining characteristic of teams who achieve sustained 
high performance. By resiliency we mean the ability to engage with 
opportunity, persist through challenges, recover quickly from setbacks and 
learn from these experiences to move forward wiser and better. To truly 
be resilient, teams need to possess the distinct and separate skills — those 
of direction, connection, alignment, performance and attitude — that drive 
resilience.

Cultivating a growth mindset is key to high performance and resilience 
because it’s about attitude. A winning attitude starts with a hunger for 
constant learning and an openness to new ideas. Most teams we see who 
veer more towards a fixed mindset on the spectrum of fixed to growth 
would do better to more heartily embrace setbacks and failure, 
recognizing them as experiences necessary for building greater agility and 
deeper capabilities.

How can teams get there? Here are four ways leaders can 
help drive a growth mindset — specifically for teams — from 
the top.

1. Develop growth-mindset team members 
 Teams won’t behave with a growth mindset just because they’re made of 
growth-mindset individuals. Teams are their own entity and members 
collectively create the mindset of the team. However, teams typically don’t 
move to the growth zone unless the members have that mindset first. It’s 
a bit of a paradox, I know.
While some people are naturally more growth-oriented, I have also seen 
many individuals start out with more of a fixed mindset and evolve 
towards growth. However, this transformation is gradual and anything but 
magical. It takes a conscious decision by the individual and support from 
leadership. Everyone has to “show up” and do the work.

Here are three ways you can encourage members of your 
team:
•Request that team members set personal goals and be accountable for 
working towards and achieving them. They have to “stand up” and commit to 
growth.
•Provide the resources, such as training and networking opportunities, for 
employees to learn new skills they need. Team members need to trust that they 
are supported.
•Encourage and celebrate brainstorming and out-of-the-box thinking. Team 
members need to feel safe to speak up.

1. Hire from within 
 Harvard Business Review reported that companies with a fixed mindset 
culture tend to hire based on credentials and accomplishments. This 
typically means hiring people who think they are more talented than 
others. These hires are often not happy in a team-based environment 
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because they are not “the star.” Dweck recommends looking instead 
for people who love challenges and want to grow and 
collaborate.

It’s challenging to determine if someone has these characteristics from 
glancing at a resume or spending a 90-minute interview with them. Instead, 
look to fill open positions with current employees. You know your team — 
their strengths, vulnerabilities and attitudes  —  and you know who 
demonstrates the attitude needed for a growth mindset. By promoting 
these types of people, the enthusiasm and passion begin to filter down, 
leading to a growth-mindset organization as a whole.

2. Help the team become a high-performance team 
 It’s impossible for a team to become a growth-mindset team if it remains 
a mere working group rather than performing as a team. (We define a 
working group as a loose collection of individuals brought together by 
managers or other leaders to report on their respective businesses.)
Here are a few ways to encourage team development:
•Have teams set their goals on a regular basis.
•Allow teams the flexibility to learn for themselves how to best operate 
as a unit.
•Provide time, space and resources for teams to build relationships both 
inside and outside the work environment.
•Encourage teams to celebrate wins.

3. Give teams permission to fail 
In a growth-mindset team, sometimes things won’t work as planned. But 
people won’t be open to more growth-mindset behaviors if they’re 
worried about repercussions. Brad Staats, of UNC Kenan-Flagler Business 
School, found overemphasis on success  to be the main reason 
organizations don’t learn and grow  —  because focusing on 
success tends to lead to a fixed mindset. Encourage creativity and 
risk taking, and let the rest of the company see the process — not just the 
results.

One strategy that often works to create a culture of risk-taking is to 
approach products and platforms as perpetual beta. Because betas are 
viewed as work in progress, experimenting and innovating are viewed as 
part of the process. This gives the team permission to experiment and 
improve on the idea in stages, which is often how organizations see really 
big transformations.

As a leader, you already know that people are your biggest 
asset. When you build teams that are constantly moving forward with 
innovative thinking and agility, your employees become even more 
invaluable. This is the sweet spot — the place where your employees are 
engaged and the company sees the highest success. It doesn’t start with 
sophisticated technology or complicated processes. Success starts at the 
basics — building a growth-mindset team.
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10 TIPS FOR A GROWTH 
MINDSET TEAM

Viv Thackray

Are you developing a growth 
mindset team?  Start with our ten 
tips to develop a growth mindset 
culture.

1 . P ro m o t e p ro b l e m 
solving through failure
A growth mindset team problem 
solves by analyzing failures. Help 

your team understand that taking reasonable risks and experiencing a few 
failures along the way is an essential part of the process that leads to 
increased creativity and innovation.  Encourage your team to anticipate 
setbacks and ask...how will you overcome them?

2. Encourage your growth mindset team to talk about how 
they overcome challenges and setbacks
The culture you create within your business is reflected in everything you 
do and say. Encourage your team to understand the value and benefits of 
talking about their professional challenges and setbacks and sharing the tools 
and techniques they’ve used to overcome difficulties.

3. Encourage the process
Avoid the fixed mindset trap of only focusing on successful outcomes. A 
purely results driven business, risks losing the fertile learning ground 
that’s contained within both successes and failures. Results matter but 
learning from the process that your team is constantly engaged in is just 
as important if you want to create an innovative, agile and resilient 
culture. Ask your team, what did you learn from the process?

4. Ask your team …where is the challenge?
Invite people out of their comfort zones by asking them to constantly choose 
and immerse themselves in new challenge. A fixed mindset approach 
encourages us to stick with that which we’re confident we can achieve 
and a fear of failure prevents us from breaking free from this limiting 
approach. In contrast, a growth mindset enables us to take on new 
challenges wholeheartedly, taking failures in our stride as we relish the 
new opportunities that a challenge can bring.

5. Encourage a culture of development rather than genius
Carol Dweck’s research  has shown that organization’s who worship a 
culture of genius rather than development can become places where the 
majority of employees feel undervalued, disengaged and unsupported. 
When you encourage a development culture research shows your team 
is more likely to feel committed, engaged, supported and more able to 
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take on innovative and challenging tasks.

6. Make sure you don’t just talk the growth mindset
At PCG we sometimes hear people in organizations complaining that 
although leaders talk about growth mindset they do little to embody it. 
Let your people know that you’re serious about developing as a growth 
mindset team by talking and walking a growth mindset. Lead by example 
and talk your team through how you’ve overcome setbacks, dealt with failures 
and challenged yourself to develop skills and abilities.

7. Encourage reasonable risk
In fixed mindset organizations innovation can be stifled because people 
resist taking risks for fear of being blamed when things go wrong. 
Encourage your team to take on acceptable risk in order to support them in 
developing new strengths and skills.

8. Emphasize that errors are the route to mastery
A growth mindset team understands the need to embrace failure as part 
of the route to success. When a team member talks about their failures 
and tells you,  “I can’t do this” encourage them to add “yet.” Encourage 
your team to embrace failure and learn from it by explaining that real mastery 
is impossible without encountering and surmounting failures.

9. Growth mindset teams ask…who are you collaborating 
with, who are you mentoring?
In growth mindset teams people share information across teams and 
networks and support each other to achieve the organization’s goals. 
Mentoring and collaboration can spark innovation, improve performance 
and increase organizational resilience when the going gets tough. Regularly 
ask your team to share who they are mentoring or collaborating with and how 
this has benefited them, the team and the organization

10. Look for your fixed mindset triggers and encourage 
others to do the same
The first step to develop a growth mindset team is to recognize what 
triggers our fixed mindset responses. Learn to listen out for your own fixed 
mindset triggers and encourage others to do the same by monitoring your inner 
dialogue and emotional responses.

SERVANT LEADERSHIP NEWSLETTER �7

SERVANT 
LEADERSHIP 

NEWSLETTER


