
ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 22 May 2015

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00700

Edited by:
Jason C. Immekus,

University of Louisville, USA

Reviewed by:
Neal M. Ashkanasy,

The University of Queensland,
Australia

Christian Wandeler,
California State University, Fresno,

USA

*Correspondence:
Rosario Cabello,

Department of Psychology, Faculty
of Education, University of Castilla-La

Mancha, Ronda de Calatrava 3,
Ciudad Real 13071, Spain
rosario.cabello@uclm.es

Specialty section:
This article was submitted to

Educational Psychology,
a section of the journal
Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 27 February 2015
Accepted: 11 May 2015
Published: 22 May 2015

Citation:
Cabello R and Fernández-Berrocal P

(2015) Implicit theories and ability
emotional intelligence.
Front. Psychol. 6:700.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00700

Implicit theories and ability emotional
intelligence
Rosario Cabello 1* and Pablo Fernández-Berrocal 2

1 Department of Psychology, Faculty of Education, University of Castilla-La Mancha, Ciudad Real, Spain, 2 Department of
Basic Psychology, Faculty of Psychology, University of Málaga, Málaga, Spain

Previous research has shown that people differ in their implicit theories about the essential
characteristics of intelligence and emotions. Some people believe these characteristics
to be predetermined and immutable (entity theorists), whereas others believe that these
characteristics can be changed through learning and behavior training (incremental
theorists). The present study provides evidence that in healthy adults (N = 688), implicit
beliefs about emotions and emotional intelligence (EI) may influence performance on the
ability-based Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test (MSCEIT). Adults in our
sample with incremental theories about emotions and EI scored higher on the MSCEIT
than entity theorists, with implicit theories about EI showing a stronger relationship to
scores than theories about emotions. Although our participants perceived both emotion
and EI as malleable, they viewed emotions as more malleable than EI. Women and young
adults in general were more likely to be incremental theorists than men and older adults.
Furthermore, we found that emotion and EI theories mediated the relationship of gender
and age with ability EI. Our findings suggest that people’s implicit theories about EI may
influence their emotional abilities, which may have important consequences for personal
and professional EI training.
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Introduction

Individuals can differ substantially in how much they believe that essential human characteristics
such as intelligence and emotions are malleable. Those termed “entity theorists” regard such
attributes as relatively fixed and difficult to change; others, termed “incremental theorists,” view
the same attributes as malleable and changeable with effort and time (Dweck and Leggett, 1988).
Being an incremental theorist has been associated with different positive outcomes such as better
academic and professional achievement, and better mental health and well-being (Dweck, 2012), yet
we are unaware of studies that have analyzed how an individual’s implicit theories of emotions and
emotional intelligence (EI) influence his or her EI. The present study therefore sought to examine
how such implicit theories relate to ability EI.

Emotional Intelligence
In the quarter-century since Salovey and Mayer (1990) published the concept of EI, various
theoretical models and instruments have been developed. The most widely applied theoretical
models are mixed models and the ability model (Mayer et al., 2008). Mixed models concep-
tualize EI as a conglomeration of characteristics, including empathy, motivation, persistence,
optimism, and social skills. Mixed EI is typically measured through self-report instruments, and
it overlaps extensively with personality traits and measures of emotional/psychological well-being
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(Oconnor and Little, 2003; Grubb and McDaniel, 2007; Webb
et al., 2013). The ability model, in contrast, defines EI as the
integration of several capacities: “the ability to perceive accu-
rately, appraise, and express emotion; the ability to access and/or
generate feelings when they facilitate thought; the ability to under-
stand emotion and emotional knowledge; and the ability to reg-
ulate emotions to promote emotional and intellectual growth”
(Mayer and Salovey, 1997). Ability EI is assessed in adults using
the Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test (MSCEIT;
Mayer et al., 2002), which assesses each of the four abilities
(“branches”) of perceiving, facilitating, understanding, and man-
aging emotions (Mayer et al., 2003). MSCEIT scores show a
positive relationship with various domains of daily life, including
mental and physical health, social functioning, and academic and
workplace performance (e.g., Ashkanasy and Daus, 2005; Daus
and Ashkanasy, 2005; Mayer et al., 2008; Brackett et al., 2011;
O’Boyle et al., 2011).

Ability EI appears to vary significantly with gender. While
numerous studies of ability EI using such instruments as the
MSCEIT have reported women to perform significantly better
than men (e.g., Mayer et al., 1999; Ciarrochi et al., 2000; Brackett
and Mayer, 2003; Palmer et al., 2005; Extremera et al., 2006;
Goldenberg et al., 2006; Farrelly and Austin, 2007; McIntyre,
2010), the effect size of gender varies substantially. Some stud-
ies have reported small gender differences (e.g., Lumley et al.,
2005; Fernández-Berrocal et al., 2012), while others have reported
medium differences (e.g., Palmer et al., 2005; Farrelly and Austin,
2007). A meta-analysis of ability EI concluded the effect size to be
0.47 (Joseph and Newman, 2010).

Ability EI may also vary with age, but here the literature is less
clear. While some studies reported significantly higher ability EI
in older adults (Mayer et al., 1999), other studies have found no
significant association between age and ability EI (Farrelly and
Austin, 2007; Webb et al., 2013). Part of this discrepancy may
arise from the fact that most studies on this question examine
a relatively narrow age range in university populations, with all
participants younger than 30 years. One study examining sub-
jects ranging from 18 to 76 years old reported a small negative
association between age and ability IE (Cabello et al., 2014).

Implicit Theories
Implicit theories function like knowledge structures (Chiu et al.,
1997; Plaks et al., 2009), through which people interpret them-
selves and others; individuals generally act in accordance with
these theories (Dweck, 2012; Leith et al., 2014). Thus, implicit
theories profoundly affect human behavior, and understanding
natural variation in those theories may help predict how people
will respond to particular stimuli, psychotherapy, or behavioral
training. For example, individuals can hold different implicit
theories about the malleability of various cognitive, emotional,
and behavioral domains of human nature (Dweck et al., 1995a).
These domains include intelligence, emotion, social skills, rela-
tionships, management skills, social judgment, and stereotyping
(for a review, see Dweck, 2012). So-called entity theorists consider
these domains as relatively fixed and difficult to change. In con-
trast, incremental theorists view these same attributes asmalleable
and changeable with effort and time (Dweck and Leggett, 1988).

Implicit theories of intelligence appear to be significant deter-
minants of human psychology and behavior. Studies indicate
that individuals with incremental theories of intelligence regard
effort as positive and necessary for improving ability (Dweck and
Leggett, 1988; Blackwell et al., 2007), and such people tend to
set themselves learning goals aimed at enhancing their malleable
traits (Dweck and Leggett, 1988; Robins and Pals, 2002; Mangels
et al., 2006). They tend to be more persistent and strategic than
those with entity theories of intelligence (Robins and Pals, 2002;
Blackwell et al., 2007; Nussbaum and Dweck, 2008), and they are
more likely to cultivate mastery-oriented strategies to overcome
developmental challenges such as the start of adolescence and the
transition from primary school to secondary school (Blackwell
et al., 2007).

Implicit theories of emotions also strongly affect human psy-
chology and behavior. Several studies with university students or
adults have shown that compared to those holding entity theories
about the malleability of emotions, those holding incremental
theoriesmore frequently use cognitive reappraisal as an emotional
regulation strategy, experience more positive and fewer negative
emotions, receive greater social support, are more likely to use
mastery-oriented strategies rather than helpless strategies, and
harbor higher expectations of success (Tamir et al., 2007; Burnette
et al., 2013; De Castella et al., 2013).

Schumann et al. (2014) reported that people’s beliefs about
empathy are positively associated with empathic concern (Study
1, r = 0.21), based on a measure of dispositional tendencies to
feel empathy for others in everyday life. In fact, data from that
study suggest that empathic behavior is more strongly associ-
ated with people’s beliefs about empathy than with their self-
reported levels of empathy. This suggests that implicit theories
of empathy and self-reported levels of empathy are related but
distinct, which coincides with a meta-analysis of self-report stud-
ies (Burnette et al., 2013), indicating only a small to moderate
relationship between implicit theories and self-regulatory pro-
cesses (range, 0.15–0.24). Thus, the available evidence suggests
that people’s theories about whether or not emotional abilities
can change and be developed does not overlap with—and can be
separated from—what people self-report about their emotional
abilities.

Similarly, implicit theories of intelligence and emotions are
related but distinct; some academic and emotional outcomes are
affected by both theories, while others are affected only by one
or the other (Romero et al., 2014). In addition, several studies
with university students suggest that they view emotions as more
malleable than intelligence (Tamir et al., 2007).

Whether age and gender affect implicit theories about intel-
ligence and emotions is unclear. Some studies have failed to
show significant differences between men and women (Dweck
et al., 1995a; Tamir et al., 2007; Doron et al., 2009), and a meta-
analysis found the available evidence to be inconclusive (Burnette
et al., 2013). Similarly, while some studies have found no sig-
nificant association between age and implicit theories (Dweck
et al., 1995a), others have reported that people differentiate into
incremental and entity theorists around 13 years of age (Diseth
et al., 2014), and that older adults (ranging from 18 to 70 years)
are more likely to hold entity theories (Spinath et al., 2003).
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The Present Study
Although implicit theories have been linked with numerous
domains of human nature, we are unaware of studies exploring
possible relationships of theories about emotions or EI with ability
EI. This led to the present study with the following objectives (O)
and hypotheses (H):

O1. Examine how implicit theories of emotions and EI are related
and howmuch individuals perceive these domains to bemal-
leable.We hypothesized that emotions would be perceived as
moremalleable than EI (H1), based on previous work (Tamir
et al., 2007).

O2. Examine whether and how implicit theories of emotion and
EI are associated with ability EI. Because implicit theo-
ries have domain-specific implications (Dweck et al., 1995a;
Romero et al., 2014), we expected implicit theories of EI to
be more linked to ability EI and more predictive of ability EI
than implicit theories of emotion (H2).

O3. Examine possible effects of gender and age on implicit theo-
ries about emotions and EI.

O4. Determine whether implicit theories about emotions and EI
mediate the relationship of gender or age with ability EI.

Materials and Methods

Participants and Procedure
The sample comprised 688 healthy adults (37% men) ranging in
age from 18 to 73 years (M = 36.02, SD = 14.9). Participants
were recruited via posters on the local university campus, at
retirement homes and in local newspapers. They received no
financial compensation or incentive in exchange for participation
in the study. Participants were accepted into the study to ensure a
broad, balanced distribution of gender, age, and socio-economic
status. Volunteers were not accepted into the study if they were
younger than 18 years or if they had any physical or psycholog-
ical disability that would compromise their ability to fill out the
MSCEIT. Participants completed the questionnaires themselves
at home. Data were collected over two consecutive years with the
help of a team of research assistants. The study was carried out
in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. Ethics approval
was obtained from the Research Ethics Committee, University
of Málaga.

Instruments
Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test (Version 2.0;
Mayer et al., 2002; Extremera and Fernández-Berrocal, 2009).
Ability EI was measured using a Spanish translation of the
MSCEIT, which shows similar psychometric properties as the
original instrument (Extremera et al., 2006); this test has been
validated for adults aged 17 and older. The MSCEIT uses two
tasks to measure each of the four branches of EI (perceiving,
facilitating, understanding, and managing emotions), comprising
a total of eight tasks. The instrument provides separate scores for
each branch as well as an overall score for total EI. Scores can be
calculated based on expert or consensus norms, which correlate
strongly with each other (r > 0.90; Mayer et al., 2003). In the
present study, we used only total EI score, which we calculated

using consensus norms. Scores computed by the test publishers
are standardized (M = 100, SD = 15), and the reliability of the
two halves is 0.93 based on the consensus criterion. The test-retest
reliability of the globalMSCEIT is 0.86 after 3 weeks (Brackett and
Mayer, 2003).

Implicit Theories of Emotion (Tamir et al., 2007). We evaluated
implicit theories about themalleability of emotions using the scale
adapted by Tamir et al. (2007) from the scale originally created
by Dweck (1999) to evaluate implicit theories about intelligence.
The scale consists of four items, two assessing incremental theories
(“Everyone can learn to control their emotions”; “If they want to,
people can change the emotions that they have”) and two assessing
entity theories (“No matter how hard they try, people can’t really
change the emotions that they have”; “The truth is, people have
very little control over their emotions”). The participants were
asked to report their agreement on a 7-point Likert scale. Entity
statements were reverse-scored such that higher scores reflected
a more incremental theory of emotions. The Spanish transla-
tion of the Implicit Theories of Emotion instrument was created
using a back-translation procedure involving two independent
translators, both of whom have PhDs in psychology and who are
experts in the topic. In the present sample, the Cronbach alpha
was 0.75.

Implicit Theories of EI. Implicit theories about the malleabil-
ity of EI were evaluated using a scale adapted by us from the
scale originally developed by Dweck (1999) to evaluate implicit
theories about intelligence. The scale comprises two statements
assessing incremental theories (“No matter how much emotional
intelligence you have, you can always change it quite a bit”;
“You can always significantly change how emotionally intelligent
you are”) and two assessing entity theories (“You can learn new
things, but you can’t really change your basic emotional intel-
ligence”; “Your emotional intelligence is something about you
that you can’t change very much”). Participants were asked to
report their agreement on a 7-point Likert scale. Entity statements
were reverse-scored such that higher scores reflected a more
incremental theory of emotions. The Spanish translation of the
Implicit Theories of Emotional Intelligence instrument was created
using a back-translation procedure involving two independent
translators, both of whom have PhDs in psychology and who are
experts in the topic. In the present sample, the Cronbach alpha
was 0.74.

Statistical Analysis
All statistical analyses were carried out using SPSS 20.0 (IBM,
USA). Preliminary analyses were carried out to compute descrip-
tive statistics, as well as to detect relationships among age, gen-
der, implicit theories about emotions or EI, and total ability EI
scores. To examine whether theories about emotions or about
EI explained a greater proportion of the observed variance in
ability EI, we conducted two analyses of two-step hierarchical
regression in which the predictor variables were implicit theories
of emotions or EI, while the criterion variable was total ability
EI score. To determine whether gender and age were related to
ability EI through implicit theories about emotions or EI, we used
a parallel mediation model in the PROCESS algorithm (Hayes,
2013). PROCESS is a conditional process modeling program for
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use with SPSS that utilizes an ordinary least squares- or logistic-
based path analytical framework to test for both direct and indirect
effects (Hayes, 2013). To test the significance of a mediation
effect, PROCESS generates the Sobel test value and percentile-
based bias-corrected bootstrap confidence intervals (CIs) for each
indirect effect; the indirect effect is judged significant when the CI
does not contain 0 (p< 0.05).

Results

Preliminary Analyses
Means, standard deviations, and correlations for all variables are
shown in Table 1. Our sample tended to view as malleable both
emotions (M = 19.69) and EI (M = 18.92; Table 1). This is
consistent with previous studies on implicit theories of emotions
(Tamir et al., 2007) and intelligence (Dweck et al., 1995a). In
addition, our subjects viewed emotions as more malleable than
EI based on a paired-samples t test [t(687) = 4.20, p < 0.0001].
This supports our hypothesis H1 and is consistent with previous
studies on implicit theories of emotions (Tamir et al., 2007) and
intelligence (Dweck et al., 1995a).

Implicit theories of emotions and EI significantly and positively
correlated with each other with a medium effect size (r = 0.43,
p < 0.01). Thus, both types of theory were related but distinct
and separable in our study. We performed all subsequent analyses
using both implicit theories.

Implicit Theories of Emotions and Total Ability EI
Implicit theories of both emotion and EI correlated significantly
with ability EI scores on the MSCEIT. Incremental theories were
associated with higher ability EI. To determine whether theories
of emotions or EI explained a greater proportion of the observed
variance in ability EI, we conducted two analyses of two-step
hierarchical regression to isolate the variance explained by each
scale. The predictor variables were implicit theories of emotions
or EI, while the criterion variable was total ability EI score. In
the first model, we performed regression by adding implicit the-
ories of emotions to the model, followed by implicit theories of
EI. In the second model, the order of addition of the implicit
theories to the model was reversed to control for the variance
explained by implicit theories of EI. Both types of implicit the-
ories explained a relatively small proportion of the variance in
total ability EI. Higher scores in either type of implicit theory
predicted higher total ability EI. In the secondmodel, when implicit
theories of EI were added first to the model, a larger propor-
tion of variance was explained (R2 = 0.07; Table 2). In other
words, theories of EI explained a larger proportion of the total
variance.

Gender and Age Differences in Implicit Theories
of Emotion or EI
In order to investigate O3, we analyzed whether gender and age
were related to implicit theories of emotions and EI. Women
held significantly more incremental theories of emotions than
men [t(432) = −4.99, p < 0.0001, d = 0.36] with a small
effect size, and significantly more incremental theories of EI
[t(432) = −5.91, p < 0.0001, d = 0.50] with a medium effect

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and correlations.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Gender 0.63 0.48 –
2. Age 36.02 14.87 −0.23** –
3. Theories of EI 18.92 4.33 0.22** -0.35** –
4. Theories of emotions 19.69 4.61 0.19** -0.27** 0.43** –
5. Ability EI 102.62 12.63 0.19** -0.30** 0.26** 0.21** –

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

TABLE 2 | Regression to predict total ability EI from implicit theories of
either emotion or EI.

Criterion variable β

Step Final

Ability EI
Model 1
Theories of emotions 0.21** 0.12*
Theories of EI 0.21**
R2 0.04** 0.08**
R2 change 0.04**

Model 2
Theories of EI 0.26** 0.21**
Theories of emotions 0.12*
R2 0.07** 0.08**
R2 change 0.01*

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

size. At the same time, women showed significantly higher total
ability EI [t(432) = −4.88, p < 0.0001, d = 0.35] with a small
effect size. Incremental theories of emotions and EI correlated
negatively with age: older adults were less likely than younger ones
to hold incremental theories. Age, in turn, correlated negatively
with ability EI: older people scored lower for total ability EI than
younger adults.

Mediation by Implicit Theories of the Association
of Age or Gender with Total Ability EI
We used a parallel mediation model to explore whether gender
and age were related to total ability EI via implicit theories of
emotions and EI (O4). We used PROCESS Model 4 for parallel
mediation, and all indirect effects were subjected to follow-up
bootstrap analyses with 10,000 bootstrap samples and 95% bias-
corrected CI. In this way, predictor variables (gender and age), the
criterion variable (ability EI) and mediators (implicit theories of
emotions and EI) were tested in a single model.

In Table 3, column a shows the effect of gender or age on the
mediators (implicit theories of emotions and EI); column b, the
effect of implicit theories on the criterion variable (ability EI);
column c, the total effect (direct and indirect) of gender or age on
total ability EI; and column c′, the direct effect of gender or age on
total ability EIwhile controlling implicit theories. The results show
that both types of implicit theories mediated the relationship of
gender and age with total ability EI (Figure 1). The bootstrapped
95% CI confirmed that both types of implicit theories exerted
significant indirect effects on the relationship of gender or age
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TABLE 3 | Implicit theories of emotions or EI as mediators of the relationship of gender or age with total ability EI.

Predictor Criterion Mediator a b c c′ Sobel z 95% CI

Gender Ability EI Theories of emotions 1.804** (0.357) 0.285* (0.111) 4.895** (0.979) 3.293** (0.981) 2.257* [0.146, 1.043]
Theories of EI 1.997** (0.333) 0.544** (0.119) 4.895** (0.979) 3.293** (0.981) 3.602** [0.577, 1.770]

Age Ability EI Theories of emotions −0.083** (0.011) 0.238* (0.110) −0.254** (0.031) −0.191* (0.033) 2.056* [−0.034, −0.003]
Theories of EI −0.102** (0.010) 0.418** (0.120) −0.254** (0.031) −0.191* (0.033) −3.264** [−0.070, −0.019]

Standard errors are presented in parentheses below the non-standardized B coefficients. Column a shows the coefficient of gender or age in the regression to predict the mediator;
column b, the coefficient of the mediator in the regression to predict the criterion variable; column c, the coefficient of gender or age in the regression to predict the criterion variable;
and column c′, the coefficient of gender or age in the regression to predict the criterion variable while controlling the mediator. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

B

A

FIGURE 1 | Hypothesized parallel mediation model.

with total ability EI. When the combination of gender and both
types of implicit theories was examined, gender accounted for
3.4% of the observed variance in total ability EI; both types of
implicit theories accounted for 6% (overall R2 = 0.094). When
the combination of age and both types of implicit theories was
examined, age accounted for 9% of the observed variance in total
ability EI; both types of implicit theories accounted for 3% (overall
R2 = 0.12).

Discussion

This study is the first to our knowledge that provides evidence that
implicit theories of emotion and EI influence total ability EI on the
MSCEIT, such that incremental theorists show higher ability EI.

This finding is consistent with hypothesis H2 and with previous
studies showing that those who believe they can change their
emotions use effective strategies such as cognitive reappraisal and
mastery-oriented strategies more frequently than individuals who
hold entity theories, and that incremental theorists experience
fewer negative emotions (Tamir et al., 2007; Burnette et al., 2013).
Our finding is also consistent with studies showing that university
students holding incremental theories about intelligence adopt
mastery-oriented strategies to face developmental challenges such
as the start of adolescence and the change from primary school to
high school (Blackwell et al., 2007; Cury et al., 2008).

Our participants perceived implicit theories about both emo-
tion and EI as malleable, and they viewed theories about emotions
as more malleable, consistent with our hypothesis H1. This result
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suggests that people tend to think of emotions as less stable than
EI, consistent with previous work on implicit theories of emotions
and intelligence (Tamir et al., 2007), as well as with widespread
notions of the stability of intelligence (Spinath et al., 2003).

Our data further indicate that implicit theories about emo-
tions and EI, while related, do not overlap and can be separated
from each other. A similar relationship has been reported for
implicit theories of emotion and intelligence (Tamir et al., 2007),
such as when predicting academic and emotional functioning
in adolescents (Romero et al., 2014). Our data suggest that one
key difference between theories of emotions and of EI is that
they appear to influence total ability EI to different extents. We
found that theories of EI explained more of the observed vari-
ance in ability EI than theories of emotions, consistent with our
hypothesis H2.

Motivated in part by the lack of clear evidence for or against
an association of gender or age with implicit theories of emotions
or intelligence, we wanted to examine whether either sociodemo-
graphic variable was associatedwith incremental or entity theories
in our sample (O3). We found that women had more incremental
theories of emotions and EI than men, in accordance with find-
ings from Spinath et al. (2003), but in contrast to several studies
reporting no significant difference between genders (Dweck et al.,
1995a; Tamir et al., 2007; Doron et al., 2009). This discrepancy
may reflect the fact that many previous studies used relatively
young, university-based samples that may not be representative
of the general adult population. In the present study, we analyzed
a sample of 688 adults with ages ranging from18 to 73 years; there-
fore, our results may provide a more valid point of reference than
previous studies. We found that young adults were more likely
than older ones to have incremental theories, which is consistent
with previous work (Spinath et al., 2003). These findings suggest
that women and young adults are more likely to hold incremental
theories than men and older adults.

We found another significant effect of gender and age: women
and young adults in our sample showed higher total ability EI than
men or older individuals. Similar results have been reported in
previous work (Joseph and Newman, 2010; Fernández-Berrocal
et al., 2012; Cabello et al., 2014). This result, together with our
finding that gender and age influence implicit theories of emo-
tions and EI, led us to identify both types of theories as mediators
of the relationship of gender and agewith total ability EI (O4). This
suggests that implicit theories may help to explain the observed
influence of gender and age on ability EI. Even so, implicit theories
explained only 6% of the observed variance in ability EI, while
gender explained only 3.4%. The fact that most variance was
not explained by the factors we examined indicates the existence
of other, more important factors, which should be examined in
future studies. Our findings serve as a cautionary tale against
simplistic interpretations of emotion or EI as being determined
primarily by gender or age.

Our results associating incremental theories about EI with
higher total ability EI extends previous studies linking incre-
mental theories with better academic achievement, more effec-
tive decision-making, and more effortful behavior (Dweck, 1999;
Blackwell et al., 2007). This raises the question of how implicit
theories of EI may influence ability EI. It stands to reason, based

on Dweck’s early research on implicit theories, that people who
believe that EI can be cultivated will be more willing to make
efforts to do so through hard work, appropriate strategies and
seeking help from others. Such individuals may be more likely
to view an emotionally or socially challenging situation not as a
potential danger but as an opportunity for emotional learning and
progress. Future studies should examinewhether and how implicit
theories of EI and ability EI are associated with such real-life
consequences.

These findings may have important implications for interven-
tions with adults. For example, it may be advisable to complement
EI interventions with guided reflection or writing tasks about
the malleability of emotions and EI. This may help ensure that
the subsequent EI intervention has a profound and long-lasting
effect. Previous work has shown that direct and indirect interven-
tions in adolescents and adults can increase incremental beliefs
about intelligence, leading to long-lasting effects (Aronson et al.,
2002; Blackwell et al., 2007). Indeed, training in the malleability
of several human domains, such as emotions, has been shown
to be useful not only for improving academic and professional
performance but also for learning and developing (Dweck et al.,
1995b; Dweck, 2012; Burnette et al., 2013). Our data suggest that
men and older peoplemay benefit in particular from interventions
that target implicit theories of emotions and EI, since these indi-
viduals aremore likely to hold entity theories about these domains.
Developing their incremental beliefs may facilitate improvement
in ability EI. It may be more efficient to target implicit theories
of EI than theories of emotions, since most individuals in our
sample considered EI to be less malleable. Future studies should
explore effectivemethods for integrating interventions to increase
incremental beliefs about EI into training programs. For example,
studies should examine whether interventions to consolidate and
support EI change are more effective when conducted at the
beginning or end of EI-based training.

Limitations and Future Directions
While this study does provide the first evidence linking implicit
theories of emotions and EI with ability EI, its conclusions are
limited in several ways. Its cross-sectional nature and reliance
on a single instrument to assess ability EI preclude inferences
about causality in the relationship between implicit theories and
EI. Our research was inspired by Dweck’s implicit theory and
previous findings suggesting that implicit theories predict distinct
emotional abilities (Burnette et al., 2013; Schumann et al., 2014).
However, our cross-sectional design prevents us from excluding
the possibility of causality in the opposite direction: people with
high EI may gradually develop more incremental theories than
people with low EI. Prospective studies are needed to verify
our mediation results suggesting that incremental theories lead
to higher ability EI. It would be quite interesting to ask, for
example, whether manipulating implicit theories of emotions or
EI durably increases EI functioning. Longitudinal interventional
studies should also test whether training that addresses implicit
theories of EI can lead to better mental and social functioning
than EI training alone. Another limitation of our study is that we
examined only implicit theories of emotions and EI but not several
other variables, such as implicit theories of intelligence, that may
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also contribute to the observed variance in total ability EI. Indeed,
the variables in our model explain only a small proportion of the
variance, suggesting the existence of unidentified factors.

Future work along these lines may provide more insight into
how the association between implicit theories and EI evolves over
a lifetime. Evidence suggests that training in social and emotional
competencies is crucial and should begin in early years and con-
tinue throughout one’s lifetime (Ruiz-Aranda et al., 2012; Rivers
et al., 2013; Kumschick et al., 2014). Future studies should also
examine the relationships between implicit theories of EI and self-
report measures of EI to examine whether they are related to each
other similarly or differently to how they are related to ability EI.

In summary, our findings contribute to the growing liter-
ature on implicit theories and emotional functioning, which

affects quality of life, social adjustment, and professional per-
formance. Incremental theories about intelligence and emotions
have already been shown to contribute to an orientation toward
learning and development (Dweck, 2012; Yeager and Dweck,
2012). Here we illustrate how implicit theories about emotions
and EI are associated with ability EI, softening the impact that
socio-demographic factors such as gender and age may have. This
suggests that manipulating those theories may be useful in EI
training.

Acknowledgments

This work was supported in part by projects SEJ-7326 and
PSI2012-37490 (Spain).

References

Aronson, J., Fried, C. B., and Good, C. (2002). Reducing the effects of stereotype
threat on African American college students by shaping theories of intelligence.
J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 38, 113–125. doi: 10.1006/jesp.2001.1491

Ashkanasy, N. M., and Daus, C. S. (2005). Rumors of the death of emotional
intelligence in organizational behavior are vastly exaggerated. J. Organ. Behav.
26, 441–452. doi: 10.1002/job.320

Blackwell, L. S., Trzesniewski, K. H., and Dweck, C. S. (2007). Implicit theories
of intelligence predict achievement across an adolescent transition: a longitu-
dinal study and an intervention. Child Dev. 78, 246–263. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-
8624.2007.00995.x

Brackett, M. A., andMayer, J. D. (2003). Convergent, discriminant, and incremental
validity of competingmeasures of emotional intelligence. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull.
29, 1147–1158. doi: 10.1177/0146167203254596

Brackett, M. A., Rivers, S. E., and Salovey, P. (2011). Emotional intelligence: impli-
cations for personal, social, academic, and workplace success. Soc. Pers. Psychol.
Compass 5, 88–103. doi: 10.1111/j.1751-9004.2010.00334.x

Burnette, J. L., O’Boyle, E. H., VanEpps, E. M., Pollack, J. M., and Finkel, E. J. (2013).
Mind-setsmatter: ameta-analytic review of implicit theories and self-regulation.
Psychol. Bull. 139, 655–701. doi: 10.1037/a0029531

Cabello, R., Navarro Bravo, B., Latorre, J. M., and Fernández-Berrocal, P. (2014).
Ability of university-level education to prevent age-related decline in emotional
intelligence. Front. Aging Neurosci. 6:7. doi: 10.3389/fnagi.2014.00037

Chiu, C. Y., Hong, Y. Y., and Dweck, C. S. (1997). Lay dispositionism and implicit
theories of personality. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 73, 19–30. doi: 10.1037/0022-
3514.73.1.19

Ciarrochi, J. V., Chan, A. Y. C., and Caputi, P. (2000). A critical evaluation of
the emotional intelligence construct. Pers. Individ. Differ. 28, 539–561. doi:
10.1016/S0191-8869(99)00119-1

Cury, F., Da Fonseca, D., Zahn, I., and Elliot, A. (2008). Implicit theories and IQ test
performance: a sequential mediational analysis. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 44, 783–791.
doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2007.07.003

Daus, C. S., and Ashkanasy, N. M. (2005). The case for the ability-based model of
emotional intelligence in organizational behavior. J. Organ. Behav. 26, 453–466.
doi: 10.1002/job.321

De Castella, K., Goldin, P., Jazaieri, H., Ziv, M., Dweck, C. S., and Gross,
J. J. (2013). Beliefs about emotion: links to emotion regulation, well-
being, and psychological distress. Basic Appl. Soc. Psychol. 35, 497–505. doi:
10.1080/01973533.2013.840632

Diseth, Å., Meland, E., and Breidablik, H. J. (2014). Self-beliefs among
students: grade level and gender differences in self-esteem, self-efficacy
and implicit theories of intelligence. Learn. Individ. Differ. 35, 1–8. doi:
10.1016/j.lindif.2014.06.003

Doron, J., Stephan, Y., Boiché, J., and Le Scanff, C. (2009). Coping with exam-
inations: exploring relationships between students’ coping strategies, implicit
theories of ability, and perceived control. Br. J. Educ. Psychol. 79, 515–528. doi:
10.1348/978185409X402580

Dweck, C. S. (1999). Self-theories: Their Role in Motivation, Personality and Devel-
opment. Philadelphia, PA: Taylor & Francis/Psychology Press.

Dweck, C. S. (2012). “Implicit theories,” in The Handbook of Theories of Social
Psychology, eds P. Van Lange, A. Kruglanski, and T. Higgins (London: SAGE
Publications Ltd), 43–62.

Dweck, C. S., Chiu, C., and Hong, Y. (1995a). Implicit theories and their role in
judgments and reactions: a word from two perspectives. Psychol. Inq. 6, 267–285.
doi: 10.1207/s15327965pli0604_1

Dweck, C. S., Chiu, C., and Hong, Y. (1995b). Implicit theories:
elaboration and extension of the model. Psychol. Inq. 6, 322–333. doi:
10.1207/s15327965pli0604_12

Dweck, C. S., and Leggett, E. L. (1988). A social-cognitive approach to motivation
and personality. Psychol. Rev. 95, 256–273. doi: 10.1037/0033-295X.95.2.256

Extremera, N., and Fernández-Berrocal, P. (2009). MSCEIT, Test de Inteligencia
Emocional de Mayer-Salovey-Caruso. Madrid: TEA Ediciones.

Extremera, N., Fernández-Berrocal, P., and Salovey, P. (2006). Spanish version of
the Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test (MSCEIT). Version 2.0:
reliabilities, age and gender differences. Psicothema 18(Suppl.), 42–48.

Farrelly, D., and Austin, E. J. (2007). Ability EI as an intelligence? Associations of
the MSCEIT with performance on emotion processing and social tasks and with
cognitive ability. Cogn. Emot. 21, 1043–1063. doi: 10.1080/02699930601069404

Fernández-Berrocal, P., Cabello, R., Castillo, R., and Extremera, N. (2012). Gender
differences in emotional intelligence: the mediating effect of age. Psychol. Behav.
20, 77–89.

Goldenberg, I., Matheson, K., and Mantler, J. (2006). The Assessment of emotional
intelligence: a comparison of performance-based and self-reportmethodologies.
J. Pers. Assess. 86, 33–45. doi: 10.1207/s15327752jpa8601_05

Grubb, W. L., and McDaniel, M. A. (2007). The fakability of bar-on’s emotional
quotient inventory short form: catch me if you can. Hum. Perform. 20, 43–59.
doi: 10.1080/08959280709336928

Hayes, A. F. (2013). Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional Process
Analysis: A Regression-Based Approach. New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Joseph, D. L., and Newman, D. A. (2010). Emotional intelligence: an integra-
tive meta-analysis and cascading model. J. Appl. Psychol. 95, 54–78. doi:
10.1037/a0017286

Kumschick, I. R., Beck, L., Eid, M., Witte, G., Klann-Delius, G., Heuser, I., et al.
(2014). READING and FEELING: the effects of a literature-based intervention
designed to increase emotional competence in second and third graders. Front.
Psychol. 5:1448. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2014.01448

Leith, S.,Ward, C., Giacomin,M., Landau, E., Ehrlinger, J., andWilson, A. E. (2014).
Changing theories of change: strategic shifting in implicit theory endorsement.
J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 107, 597–620. doi: 10.1037/a0037699

Lumley, M. A., Gustavson, B. J., Partridge, R. T., and Labouvie-vief, G. (2005).
Assessing alexithymia and related emotional ability constructs using multi-
ple methods: interrelationships among measures. Emotion 5, 329–342. doi:
10.1037/1528-3542.5.3.329

Mangels, J. A., Butterfield, B., Lamb, J., Good, C., and Dweck, C. S. (2006). Why do
beliefs about intelligence influence learning success? A social cognitive neuro-
science model. Soc. Cogn. Affect. Neurosci. 1, 75–86. doi: 10.1093/scan/nsl013

Mayer, J. D., Caruso, D. R., and Salovey, P. (1999). Emotional intelligence
meets traditional standards for an intelligence. Intelligence 27, 267–298. doi:
10.1016/S0160-2896(99)00016-1

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org May 2015 | Volume 6 | Article 7007

http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive


Cabello and Fernández-Berrocal Implicit theories and emotional intelligence

Mayer, J. D., Roberts, R. D., and Barsade, S. G. (2008). Human abilities: emo-
tional intelligence. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 59, 507–536. doi: 10.1146/annurev.
psych.59.103006.093646

Mayer, J. D., and Salovey, P. (1997). “What is emotional intelligence?,” in
Emotional Development and Emotional Intelligence: Implications for Edu-
cators, eds P. Salovey and D. Sluyter (New York, NY: Basic Books),
3–31.

Mayer, J. D., Salovey, P., and Caruso, D. R. (2002).Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional
Intelligence Test (MSCEIT) User Manual. Toronto, ON: MHS.

Mayer, J. D., Salovey, P., Caruso, D. R., and Sitarenios, G. (2003). Measur-
ing emotional intelligence with the MSCEIT V2.0. Emotion 3, 97–105. doi:
10.1037/1528-3542.3.1.97

McIntyre, H. H. (2010). Gender differences in the nature and linkage of higher-
order personality factors to trait and ability emotional intelligence. Pers. Individ.
Dif. 48, 617–622. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2009.12.019

Nussbaum, A. D., and Dweck, C. S. (2008). Defensiveness versus remediation: self-
theories and modes of self-esteem maintenance. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 34,
599–612. doi: 10.1177/0146167207312960

O’Boyle, E. H., Humphrey, R. H., Pollack, J. M., Hawver, T. H., and
Story, P. (2011). The relation between emotional intelligence and job
performance: a meta-analysis. J. Organ. Behav. 32, 788–818. doi: 10.1002/
job.714

Oconnor, R., and Little, I. (2003). Revisiting the predictive validity of emotional
intelligence: self-report versus ability-based measures. Pers. Individ. Dif. 35,
1893–1902. doi: 10.1016/S0191-8869(03)00038-2

Palmer, B. R., Gignac, G., Manocha, R., and Stough, C. (2005). A psychometric
evaluation of theMayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional IntelligenceTestVersion 2.0.
Intelligence 33, 285–305. doi: 10.1016/j.intell.2004.11.003

Plaks, J. E., Levy, S. R., and Dweck, C. S. (2009). Lay theories of personality:
cornerstones of meaning in social cognition. Soc. Pers. Psychol. Compass 3,
1069–1081. doi: 10.1111/j.1751-9004.2009.00222.x

Rivers, S. E., Tomeney, S., Obryon, E., and Brackett, M. A. (2013). Developing
emotional skills in early childhood settings using Preschool RULER. Psychol.
Educ. Rev. 37, 20–25.

Robins, R. W., and Pals, J. L. (2002). Implicit self-theories in the academic domain:
implications for goal orientation, attributions, affect, and self-esteem change. Self
Identity 1, 313–336. doi: 10.1080/15298860290106805

Romero, C.,Master, A., Paunesku, D., Dweck, C. S., andGross, J. J. (2014). Academic
and emotional functioning in middle school: the role of implicit theories.
Emotion 14, 227–234. doi: 10.1037/a0035490

Ruiz-Aranda, D., Castillo, R., Salguero, J. M., Cabello, R., Fernández-Berrocal,
P., and Balluerka, N. (2012). Short- and midterm effects of emotional intelli-
gence training on adolescent mental health. J. Adolesc. Health 51, 462–467. doi:
10.1016/j.jadohealth.2012.02.003

Salovey, P., and Mayer, J. (1990). Emotional Intelligence. Imagin. Cogn. Pers. 9,
185–211.

Schumann, K., Zaki, J., and Dweck, C. S. (2014). Addressing the empathy deficit:
beliefs about themalleability of empathy predict effortful responses when empa-
thy is challenging. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 107, 475–493. doi: 10.1037/a0036738

Spinath, B., Spinath, F. M., Riemann, R., and Angleitner, A. (2003). Implicit
theories about personality and intelligence and their relationship to actual
personality and intelligence. Pers. Individ. Dif. 35, 939–951. doi: 10.1016/S0191-
8869(02)00310-0

Tamir, M., John, O. P., Srivastava, S., and Gross, J. J. (2007). Implicit theories of
emotion: affective and social outcomes across a major life transition. J. Pers. Soc.
Psychol. 92, 731–744. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.92.4.731

Webb, C. A., Schwab, Z. J., Weber, M., DelDonno, S., Kipman, M., Weiner,
M. R., et al. (2013). Convergent and divergent validity of integrative versus
mixed model measures of emotional intelligence. Intelligence 41, 149–156. doi:
10.1016/j.intell.2013.01.004

Yeager, D. S., and Dweck, C. S. (2012). Mindsets that promote resilience: when
students believe that personal characteristics can be developed. Educ. Psychol.
47, 302–314. doi: 10.1080/00461520.2012.722805

Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare that the research was con-
ducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be
construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2015 Cabello and Fernández-Berrocal. This is an open-access article
distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY).
The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the
original author(s) or licensor are credited and that the original publication in this
journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution
or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org May 2015 | Volume 6 | Article 7008

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive

	Implicit theories and ability emotional intelligence
	Introduction
	Emotional Intelligence
	Implicit Theories
	The Present Study

	Materials and Methods
	Participants and Procedure
	Instruments
	Statistical Analysis

	Results
	Preliminary Analyses
	Implicit Theories of Emotions and Total Ability EI
	Gender and Age Differences in Implicit Theories of Emotion or EI
	Mediation by Implicit Theories of the Association of Age or Gender with Total Ability EI

	Discussion
	Limitations and Future Directions

	Acknowledgments
	References


