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Beliefs regarding the extent to which other people or their attributes can change have
implications for a network of allied beliefs, including blaming others and deeming others to have an
inherent unchanging nature. This network of beliefs has nuanced implications for prejudiced attitudes
and efforts to lessen stigma. For instance, it is often thought that perceiving stigmatizing attributes,
such as obesity, as coming from fixed origins should reduce blame and thereby prejudice. This idea was
central to deliberations by the American Medical Association in 2013 when deciding to declare obesity
a disease; if obesity is understood to be a disease and not under personal control, then those with
obesity cannot be blamed and prejudice should decrease. Similarly, the dominant approach to reducing
sexual prejudice is to promote a narrative that sexual orientation comes from fixed origins. If sexual
minorities are born that way, then they too cannot be blamed. Indeed, antagonism toward those with
overweight or toward sexual minorities loses moral force when they are deemed unblameworthy (e.g., Hovyt
et al., 2019). Additionally, health campaigns focused on addiction designed to improve public attitudes
often seek to shift beliefs about addiction from attributions of individual responsibility to more
biogenetic explanations (e.g., Stoltman et al., 2022).

However, reducing prejudice is not as simple as championing the belief that stigmatizing
attributes are unchangeable. Unfortunately, such messages can also inadvertently reinforce the belief
that those with these attributes have an inherent, unchanging nature, which can exacerbate prejudice.
These contradictory effects are documented across a range of research domains outside of the mindset
literature. For example, the mixed-blessings model shows how explaining mental disorders with fixed
biological explanations can both increase and decrease stigma toward those with mental illness (Haslam
& Kvaale, 2015). Or, in the domain of criminality, biological underpinnings are associated with both
reduced blame but also increased concerns regarding future criminal behavior (Aspinwall et al., 2012).
Building on these models, we investigate how growth mindsets can have a double—edged effect on prejudice
characterized by a positive association via increased blame but also a negative association via reduced
social essentialism. Below, we explore each of these connections in detail.

Mindsets, blame, and prejudice

Believing that attributes associated with devalued social identities, such as obesity, can be
changed leads to the idea that individuals should be held accountable for not changing them. Weiner s
(1985) attribution theory provides a framework for understanding how individuals assign blame to others
with implications for the development and maintenance of prejudice. According to attribution theory,
the more people perceive others to be responsible for their stigma, the more prejudice they exhibit
toward them (Crandall & Reser, 2005; Weiner, 1985). Blame predicts anger, rather than pity, which
results in a desire to punish rather than help. The robust and replicable link between blame and
prejudice has been demonstrated widely across stigmatized domains ranging from weight to sexual
orientation (Crandall & Reser, 2005; Haider-Markel & Joslyn, 2008). Overall, growth mindsets of
stigmatized attributes have been found to predict greater blame and in turn more prejudice (Hoyt &
Burnette, 2020).
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Mindsets, social essentialism, and prejudice

At the same time, these growth mindsets have been negatively linked to social essentialism, which
is defined as the belief that certain groups of people have an underlying essence that defines them.
Those with growth mindsets, versus fixed mindsets, are less likely to support social-essentialist
thinking, in part because of their tendency to consider situational factors when explaining behavior
rather than relying entirely on individual trait-based explanations. For example, they are more likely
to see a child’ s poor behavior as a result of challenges at home or adjusting to being at a new school,
whereas individuals with fixed mindsets are more likely to explain the same behavior as the child being
a “bad kid.” Knowing one thing about a person does not lead growth theorists to endorse stereotypes
or make assumptions about underlying essences. Thus, it is perhaps not surprising that individuals with
growth mindsets of stigmatized attributes have been found to be less likely to think of these attributes
as representative of a shared, unchangeable human nature (e.g., Haslam et al., 2006). The reduced
levels of social-essentialist thinking linked to growth mindsets have important implications for
reducing prejudice. Social essentialism can fuel prejudicial attitudes, particularly when people view
stigmatizing attributes such as obesity, addiction, or mental illness as a stable, intrinsic aspect of
the person (Bastian & Haslam, 2006; Haslam & Kvaale, 2015; Ryazanov & Christenfeld, 2018). Thus, holding
growth mindsets—such as viewing weight as changeable—can reduce the tendency to see those with
stigmatizing attributes like obesity as having an unchangeable, devalued essence, leading to lower
levels of prejudice (Hoyt & Burnette, 2020).

Hf : Hoyt, C. L., & Burnette, J. L. (2025). How mindsets can mitigate or sustain prejudice. Current
Directions in Psychological Science, 34(2), 82-87
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