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Berk’s Law

Grit 2.0: A Review with Strategies to Deal  
with Disappointment, Rejection, and Failure
By Ronald A. Berk*

            
DISCLAIMER: If you were expecting this article to be written in the form of rap music like 
the Broadway multiracial, smash musical Hamilton, you will be disappointed. I tried a hip-hop 
review of the research, bouncing three rhymes in two couplets off the word “grit,” but it just 
didn’t work. Others have tried (Kim, 2018). Instead, you will have to endure my signature 
percussive éclat laced with humor. Maybe my next article will provide a better fit.

“Success consists of going from failure to failure 
without loss of enthusiasm.” 

      			   Winston Churchill

Introduction
Let’s get serious about success. What is your 

long-term goal? Full professor? Department chair? 
Faculty developer? Dean? President? Nobel Laure-
ate? Queen of England?  Why do some colleagues 
succeed more than others? Are they smarter? 
Maybe. However, we have all seen others with the 
IQ of a starfish and charisma of a battering ram who 
represent the antithesis of greatness also succeed. 
They are definitely not Mensa material, and they 
may even have their own “bobblehead day.”  How 
does that happen? Are there noncognitive factors 
that can explain those differences? Absolutely! Grit 
can be one of those factors. 

I do not want to be a “Debbie Downer,” but, 
let’s face it: What we do in our college or univer-

sity job is jam-packed with occasions to get pro-
fessionally whacked by students, administrators, 
colleagues, reviewers of conference and grant 
proposals, editors and reviewers of journal articles 
and books, colleagues on IRB, fellowship, intern-
ship, promotion, and awards committees, consulting 
agencies, meeting planners, and speakers’ bureaus. 
Negative feedback occurs with regularity through-
out our careers. It can crush you like a bug and derail 
your success. Moreover, as you have heard many 
times, “There’s no crying in academe!”

Being discouraged by your chair or dean for 
executing innovative teaching methods, risky, 
cutting-edge research or program initiatives, or 
other creative activities can be added to that list. 
Whackings can even continue into retirement 
with speaking, consulting, publishing, and other 
academic pursuits. The opportunities for rejection 
are endless.

If you are a member of an underrepresented or 
marginalized group, such as women, African- and 
Asian-Americans, Latinx, Muslims and Jews, and 
LGBTQ individuals, rejections and failures will 
occur with greater frequency than those involv-
ing White male heterosexuals (Boyd, Caraway, & 
Niemann, 2017; Caplan, 1993; Gutgold & Linse, 
2016; Gutiérrez y Muhs et al., 2012; Rockquemore 
& Laszloffy, 2008). Many such experiences will 
be in the form of microaggressions (Berk, 2017a, 
2017b; Sue, 2010). When gender, racial, ethnic, 
religious, and sexual orientation issues are layered 
on top of the sources of adversity that come with 
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an academic position, the challenges can become 
overwhelming.

How many of you have ever experienced dis-
appointment, rejection, or failure from any of the 
preceding sources in pursuit of your academic goal? 
Keep your hands up so I can count. Okay, put your 
hands down. According to my calculations, rounded 
to six decimal points, I counted all of you.

So how do we survive the barrage of attacks? 
How should we respond? Well, help is on the way. 
Over the past decade, research on the characteristic 
of grit holds promise for a rebooting of old concepts 
with new options. It is blowing across the academic 
landscape like a miniature tornado that can suck up 
some of the toughest parts of our job in its path. You 
will be safe in your office. 

The purposes of this article are to (1) define 
grit, (2) briefly review the research highlights, 
and (3) suggest applications of grit to academia. 
Non-grit-related coping strategies, such as humor, 
meditation, exercise, therapy, spirituality, medica-
tions, intoxication, shopping, and eating, will not 
be covered.

What Is Grit?
When you read or hear the word “grit,” what 

image pops into your mind? 
A.	 the abrasive, sand-like particles in the tooth-

paste your dentist uses to clean your teeth 
B.	 the grinding, clenching, or gnashing of your 

teeth with a grating sound 
C.	 the scratchy, coarse granules that accumulate 

between your toes or webbed feet 
D.	 John Wayne with an eye patch in the 1969 film 

True Grit
E.	 the oatmeal-like breakfast cereal (WAIT! That’s 

“grits” not “grit.” My bad.)

Once these images stop popping, we can move 
on. Have they stopped? Great. Any one of those an-
swers represents an era in Grit World that dates back 
to prehistoric times, except “E” which is even older. 

Definition
Grit is “perseverance and passion for long-

term goals…[and] entails working strenuously 
toward challenges, maintaining effort and interest 
over years despite failure, adversity, and plateaus 
in progress” (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & 

Kelly, 2007b, pp. 1087–1088). Two dimensions 
of grit are involved: Consistency of Interest and 
Perseverance of Effort. 

Eye-patch-wise, the lifetime of grit can be 
split into two unequal time periods: pre-2007 and 
2007– present. In 2007 the Grit World was shaken 
by a tsunami of research. Actually, it was one article 
containing six studies by Duckworth et al. (2007b). 
This publication opened up a floodgate of research 
on the topic over the next decade for Grit 2.0, which 
investigated the new trait on the block. 

The popularity of “grit” spiked with Professor 
Angela Duckworth’s TED talks (Duckworth, 2013), 
interviews (Duckworth, 2016a; Perkins-Gough, 
2013), and her book (Duckworth, 2016b) based 
on her 2007 article (Duckworth et al., 2007b). The 
mainstream media pushed the need to grow grit in 
adults and children with specific interventions and 
training programs (Shechtman et al., 2013). 

Jingle-Jangle Fallacies
Is grit a unique trait or redundant with other 

personality characteristics? This question relates 
to the “jingle-jangle fallacies” in psychological 
research (Kelley, 1927, pp. 62–65; Reschly & 
Christenson, 2012). Over 100 years ago, Thorndike 
(1904) described the jingle fallacy as the occurrence 
of two constructs with identical names referencing 
different real-world phenomena. Subsequently, 
Kelley (1927) named the companion jangle fallacy, 
which occurs when different construct names are 
used to refer to the same real-world phenomena. 
Those fallacies were renamed the “Construct Iden-
tity Fallacy” (CIF) by Larson and Bong (2016).  

The jangle fallacy drove the direction of the 
research on grit because there were so many other 
variables that involve exerting effort to attain spe-
cific goals, overcoming disappointments, adversity, 
setbacks, and failure, and sustaining interest and 
commitment with persistence to attain long-term 
goals. Grit joins a spate of personality traits tread-
ing similar terrain on which there are buckets of 
research, such as the Big Five personality model 
(conscientiousness, openness to experience, ex-
traversion, agreeableness, neuroticism) (John & 
Srivastava, 1999). Other noncognitive variables 
include  “perseverance,” “tenacity,” “persistence,” 
“determination,” “diligence,” “self-regulation,” 
“hardiness,” “resilience”, “motivation,” “ambition,” 
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“consistency,” “self-control,” “need for achieve-
ment,” and “work ethic.” 

These variables are not like strands of spaghetti 
you throw against the wall along with grit to see 
which ones stick. Their relationships have been 
studied systematically. This grit literature review 
should not be a stultifying endeavor. Most of the 
research on grit has concentrated on two issues: 
(1) How does grit relate to the current “jangling” 
pool of personality traits?, and (2) How well does 
grit predict long-term performance and success 
compared to cognitive ability and other factors?                               

It is time to take stock of what we know about 
grit and whether it can improve the quality of our 
lives as academicians. The trajectories of our careers 
have different directions and stages or seasons. Grit 
can enter at any stage. It punctuates the importance 
of your commitment to cross the goal line for “suc-
cess” and the hard work necessary despite the ob-
stacles in the way (Duckworth, & Eskreis-Winkler, 
2015). How do you “deal” with those challenges and 
adversity on the path to promotion in your career? 
Is it survival of the grittiest? Let’s consider the…

Measurement of Grit
A self-report five-point, Likert-type, 12-item 

Original Grit Scale (Grit-O) was developed by 
Duckworth et al. (2007a, 2007b). It was divided 
into two subscales: Consistency of Interest and Per-
severance of Effort. The Grit-O was subsequently 
revised into the more efficient eight-item Short Grit 
Scale (Grit-S) by Duckworth and Quinn (2009a, 
2009b) with the same subscales, just fewer items: 
Consistency of Interest (Grit-S items 1, 3, 5, 6) and 
Perseverance of Effort (Grit-S items 2, 4, 7, 8) (see 
https://angeladuckworth.com/research/). The bulk 
of the research on grit has used the Grit-S scale.

Psychometric equivalent Grit-S scales have 
been translated into Chinese (Li et al., 2016), 
Japanese (Nishikawa, Okugami, & Amemiya, 
2015; Yoshitsu & Nishikawa, 2013), Korean (Kim 
& Lee, 2015), Spanish (Arco-Tirado, Fernández-
Martin, & Hoyle, 2018), Filipino (Datu, Valdez, & 
King, 2016a), German (Fleckenstein, Schmidt, & 
Möller, 2014), Russian (Tyumeneva, Kuzmina, & 
Kardanova, 2014), Turkish (Akin et al., 2011), and 
Polish (Wyszyńska et al., 2017). A Triarchic Model 
of Grit Scale (TMGS) three-factor scale was also 
developed and validated with the added dimension 

of Adaptability to Situations (Datu, Yuen, & Chen, 
2017a). Copies of these translated scales are avail-
able online (https://angeladuckworth.com/research/ 
and corresponding references).

Research Highlights
Most of the research on grit has taken the 

form of cross-sectional and longitudinal studies 
based on self-reports and/or interviews. Indeed, 
more longitudinal studies and experimental designs 
would provide greater precision and information. 
However, at this point, it would be useful to briefly 
examine what we know about grit and its potential 
for dealing with the issues in academe. This section 
provides a summary of the research samples, results 
predicting long-term or life success, and overall 
conclusions.

Samples
A variety of samples from different gender, 

racial, ethnic, student, and occupational groups 
were selected for the grit studies. Most were high 
school and college students.  The samples included 
the following:
1.	 U.S. Military Academy cadets (Duckworth et 

al., 2007b; Maddi et al., 2012)
2.	 Army Special Operations Forces (ARSOF) 

(Eskreis-Winkler, Shulman, Beal, & Duck-
worth, 2014a)

3.	 Employees in a variety of occupations (Eskreis-
Winkler et al., 2014a; Fite et al., 2017; Ion, 
Mindu, & Gorbănescua, 2017; Meriac, Slifka, 
& LaBat, 2015; Suzuki, Tamesue, Asahi, & 
Ishikawa, 2015)

4.	 Police detectives (Eskreis-Winkler, Shulman, 
& Duckworth, 2014b)

5.	 Athletes at the collegiate, professional, and 
Olympic levels (Hodges, Ford,  Hendry, & Wil-
liams, 2017; Larkin, O’Connor, & Williams, 
2016; Meyer, Markgraf, & Gnacinski, 2017; 
Reed, Pritschet, & Cutton, 2013; Tedesqui & 
Young, 2018)

6.	 Novice classroom teachers (Duckworth, Quinn, 
& Seligman, 2009; Robertson-Kraft & Duck-
worth, 2014)

7.	 High school students (Christensen & Knezek, 
2014; Datu, 2016; Datu, Valdez, & King, 2016b; 
Eskreis-Winkler et al., 2014a; Ivcevic & Brack-
ett, 2014; MacCann & Roberts, 2010; Rimfeld, 
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Kovas, Dale, & Plomin, 2016)
8.	 At-risk high school students (Guerrero et al., 

2016)
9.	 National Spelling Bee finalists (Duckworth et 

al., 2007b; Duckworth et al., 2011)
10.	College undergraduates (Akin, Arslan, 

& Çitemel, 2013; Bazelais, Lemay, & Doleck, 
2016; Bowman, Hill, Denson, & Bronkema, 
2015; Chang, 2013; Duckworth et al., 2007b; 
Flanagan, & Einarson,  2017; Hill, Burrow, & 
Bronk, 2016; Lucas, Gratch, Cheng, & Marsel-
la, 2015; Silvia et al., 2013; Singh & Jha, 2008; 
Strayhorn, 2014; Wolters & Hussain, 2015)

11.	Pharmacy students (Hammond, 2017; Pate et 
al., 2017)

12.	Nursing students (Robinson, 2015)
13.	Medical students  (Halliday et al., 2017; Shih 

& Maroongroge, 2017) 
14.	Medical residents (general surgery, ENT sur-

geons, surgical trainees, registrars, and consul-
tants) (Burkhart et al., 2014; Fink & Taekman, 
2014; Halliday et al., 2017; Ray & Brown, 
2015; Salles, Cohen, & Mueller, 2014; Walker, 
Hines, & Brecknell, 2016)

15.	Practicing physicians (GPs, hospital consul-
tants) (Halliday et al., 2017; McCain et al., 
2017) 

16.	Married men and women (Eskreis-Winkler et 
al., 2014a)

Results Predicting Long-term or Life 
Success

The cross-sectional and longitudinal studies 
of grit defined success with different outcome vari-
ables, especially academic performance and motiva-
tion. Here are some of the major findings based on 
levels of grit measured in the preceding samples: 

Persons with higher levels of grit have

1.	 Higher levels of academic performance, gradu-
ation, and education (Batres, 2011; Bazelais et 
al., 2016; Bowman et al., 2015; Chang, 2013; 
Datu, Valdez, & King, 2016b; Duckworth et al., 
2011; Eskreis-Winkler et al., 2014a; Flanagan 
& Einarson, 2017; Goodwin & Miller, 2013; 
Hammond, 2017; Hochanadel & Finamore, 
2015; Ivcevic  & Brackett, 2014; MacCann & 
Roberts, 2010; Pate et al., 2017; Ray & Brown, 
2015; Rimfeld et al., 2016; Shih & Maroon-

groge, 2017; Strayhorn, 2014; Walker et al., 
2016; Wang et al., 2018; Wolters & Hussain, 
2015)

2.	 Higher levels of academic motivation (Eskreis-
Winkler et al., 2014a; Von Culin, Tsukayama, 
& Duckworth, 2014)

3.	 Higher levels of job performance (Duckworth 
et al., 2009; Fink & Taekman, 2014; Maddi 
et al., 2012; Robertson-Kraft & Duckworth, 
2014)

4.	 Higher levels of engagement in work (Eskreis-
Winkler et al., 2014b; Robinson, 2015; Suzuki 
et al., 2015)

5.	 Higher levels of retention and lower drop-out 
rates (Burkhart et al., 2014; Eskreis-Winkler et 
al., 2014a; Maddi et al., 2012; Robertson-Kraft 
& Duckworth, 2014)

6.	 Fewer career changes (Duckworth et al., 
2007b)

7.	 Higher levels of life-satisfaction, happiness, 
and well-being (Batres, 2011; Datu et al., 
2016b; Salles et al., 2014; Singh & Jha, 2008)

8.	 A stronger sense of relatedness to social part-
ners but not peers (Datu, 2016) 

9.	 Lower levels of burnout  and depression (Datu, 
King, Valdez, & Eala, in press; Halliday et al., 
2017; McCain et al., 2017; Salles et al., 2014; 
Walker et al., 2016)

10.	 Higher levels of intensity of exercise and sport-
specific engagement (Hodges et al., 2017; 
Larkin et al., 2016; Reed et al., 2013; Tedesqui 
& Young, 2018)

11.	 Lower levels of substance use and at-risk and 
delinquent behaviors (Guerrero et al., 2016)

12.	 Longer marriages (men only) (Eskreis-Winkler 
et al., 2014a)

13.	 The ability to indirectly buffer suicide over time 
through negative life events and enhance mean-
ing in life (Anestis & Selby, 2015; Blalock, 
Young, & Kleiman, 2015; Datu et al., 2018; 
Kleiman, Adams, Kashdan, & Riskind, 2013)

In addition to the above, higher levels of grit 
predicted high academic performance for use in 
academic admissions (Chang, 2014; Pate et al., 
2017; Strayhorn, 2013), identified at-risk students 
for early intervention programs to decrease attri-
tion rates (Guerrero et al., 2016; Mills, 2017; Pate 
et al., 2017), and served as a metacognitive tool to 
encourage students’ self-reflection to use a goals 
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hierarchy to establish more concrete plans (Akin 
et al., 2013; Duckworth & Gross, 2014; Pate et al., 
2017; Wolters & Hussain, 2015).

Conclusions 
There have been several reviews and large-

scale studies of grit: (a) Duckworth et al’s. (2007b) 
original multiple studies, (b) Rimfeld et al.’s (2016) 
large-scale study of 4,642 16-year-old twins in 
the United Kingdom, (c) Datu, Yuen, and Chen’s 
(2017b) review of the research, (d) Credé, Tynan, 
and Harms’ (2017) meta-analysis of 73 studies with 
88 unique samples and 66,807 individuals, and (e) 
Shechtman et al’s. (2013) U.S. Department of Edu-
cation report reviewing 50 programs and models for 
promoting grit, tenacity, and perseverance. There 
are also other studies that may have fallen through 
the review cracks. With nearly 100 studies on grit, 
the preceding results need to be tempered by the 
following conclusions: 
1.	 Grit is not related to intelligence or cognitive 

ability (r = .02–.20). 
2.	 Grit consists of two component factors: per-

severance of effort and consistency of interest, 
which related differently to other constructs.

3.	 Revised Grit-S 8-item scale and subscales 
have lower reliabilities (α = .60–.82) than the 
original Grit-O 12-item scale and subscales (α 
= .78–.85), and they are influenced by social 
desirability bias.

4.	 Perseverance and consistency are moderately 
related on the Grit-S scale (r = .59–.66) and 
weakly on the Grit-O scale (r = .17).

5.	 Perseverance (four items on the Grit-S scale) 
has stronger relationships to various outcome 
variables than consistency and total grit score.

6.	 Total Grit and perseverance are strongly re-
lated to conscientiousness (r = .61–.97) among 
the components of the “Big Five personality 
model,” along with persistence (r = .89). 

7.	 Total Grit and perseverance explain a trivial 
percentage of the variance (.5%—4.8%) (incre-
mental validity) beyond IQ, Big Five, self-con-
trol, age, and gender in academic performance 
and other measures of success (compared to the 
SAT or high school GPA which explains about 
25–30% of the variance of college GPA and 
other academic outcomes [Shaw, 2015]).

8.	 Grit-S has a neural link with academic perfor-
mance (Wang et al., 2017).

9.	 Perseverance is a weak to moderate predictor 
of various measures of success compared to 
Total Grit and consistency.

10.	 Grit is a borderline “jangle fallacy” with con-
scientiousness and perseverance.

11.	 Grit interventions can increase grit-related 
skills and scores to improve performance, 
intensity, and retention.

12.	 Growth mindset serves as a mediator variable 
to facilitate level of grit (Wang et al., 2018).

BOTTOM LINES: 

•	 The four items measuring perseverance on the 
Grit-S scale represent the best indicator of grit 
and are a weak predictor of success. 

•	 The internal consistency reliability of the per-
severance subscale is adequate for research 
purposes but unacceptably low for individual 
interpretations.

•	 The degree to which individuals overcome ad-
versity while sustaining their drive to achieve 
long-term goals contributes more to grittiness 
than the consistency of their interests over 
months or years. 

•	 The stamina in being able to tackle difficult tasks 
and bounce forward from challenges in the long 
haul distinguishes grit from conscientiousness. 

•	 Grit can compensate for lower levels of intel-
ligence, cognitive ability, or talent to attain 
success. 

•	 A growth mindset and specific interventions 
can improve grittiness, which can improve 
academic-related outcomes.  

Applications of Grit to Academia
The foregoing bottom lines are especially 

encouraging within the context of the adversity 
one must face in academia. If you have not faced 
any obstacles, just wait. There will be Jaws-like 
thumping, ominous music to warn you that some-
thing seismic is about to happen. Beware! When 
it happens, “You’re going to need a bigger para-
graph.” You probably know colleagues who have 
experienced thumping.

Despite the modest predictive power of total 
grit and perseverance and the empty bucket of grit 
studies with academic personnel, there is potential 
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to ponder. The generic recommendations by Duck-
worth (2016b) and the findings from the numerous 
investigations on academic success and job perfor-
mance in other professions have direct implications 
for how grit may help academicians. 

This section will examine: (1) how to grow 
grit, (2) how to deal with adversity, and (3) how to 
respond to rejection and failure.

How to Grow Grit
Duckworth (2016b, pp. 91–92)) described four 

ingredients to grow grit organically:
1.	 Interests, which are the seeds of passion (“I love 

what I do.”): You can learn to discover, develop, 
and deepen your interests. Pick courses, research 
and service projects, and writing topics that 
excite you and motivate you to excel and pour 
your heart into what you do. Approach what you 
do with alacrity. 

		 A quotation by Lin-Manuel Miranda (2017) 
captures the spirit of this ingredient in doing 
work that you love: “Basically I have the best 
job in the world because I fall in love for a liv-
ing. I write musicals, and musicals take a long 
time to write [six years to write Hamilton]. So 
when you have an idea, you really have to fall 
in love with it.” 

2.	 Practice to get better and better (“Whatever 
it takes, I want to improve.”): Resist compla-
cency and devote yourself to being the best 
teacher, researcher, writer, or administrator you 
can be with the discipline of constant practice 
that leads to mastery. That commitment to 
practice, in turn, will inspire others to challenge 
themselves.

3.	 Purpose (“My work is important to me and 
others.”): Your work should be personally in-
teresting and meaningful plus contribute to the 
well-being of others. The purpose of serving 
others to benefit their professional or personal 
lives raises the value of your work. Why you 
do what you do becomes more important than 
what you do. You can cultivate a sense of pur-
pose and meaning.

4.	 Hope (“I can overcome challenges and adver-
sity.”): This is a rise-to-the-occasion kind of 
perseverance to be able to tackle the most dif-
ficult tasks and challenges you will encounter. 
You can teach yourself to hope. Hope rests on a 

growth mindset (see next section), the expecta-
tion that you can improve to make tomorrow 
better than today which can be aided by singing 
“Tomorrow” from Annie over and over again.

The gritty mentality is akin to the military 
battle cry of “Oorah” (U.S. Marines), “Hooah” 
(U.S. Army & Air Force), or “Hooyah” (U.S. Navy). 
They all mean charge. That is what gritty people 
do. When the going gets tough… Oorah!

How to Deal with Adversity                           
Do any of you remember the 1950s original 

Timex watch commercial? Of course not. That is 
way before many of you Net Geners and Gen Xers 
were created! The tagline for Timex was: “Takes 
a licking and keeps on ticking”? Picture this: Dap-
per spokesperson John Cameron Swayze would 
throw a Timex watch off a cliff and then, moments 
later, show you the watch with its guts smashed to 
smithereens and springs popping out, but still tick-
ing. It had not ticked its last tock. It was designed 
to withstand any punishment. This watch was gritty 
during Grit 1.0. Can you relate to that watch?

One common denominator of virtually all 
academic positions is the peer review and feedback 
process. It is also a primary source for “taking a 
licking” from the disappointment, rejection, and 
feelings of failure experienced by faculty and ad-
ministrators. Peer review is deeply ingrained in the 
academic culture. It provides the credibility to our 
ideas, teaching effectiveness, research contribu-
tions, and publications (Kreuter, 2014). 

Professional feedback can produce fist pumping 
and football end-zone-type celebratory dances. How-
ever, formal reviews and rejections by journal, book, 
conference, and grant reviewers and editors can also 
furnish a regular diet of disappointments throughout 
faculty members’ and administrators’ careers. In fact, 
this diet at colleges and research universities often 
begins with graduate students (Meyers, 2012; Poor-
man, 2018; Shives, 2014). Colleagues’ IRB and in-
house reviews of research proposals, peer reviews of 
teaching, and committee reviews for promotion and 
tenure, fellowships, and teaching/research awards 
can also result in similar setbacks. 

Negative peer reviews and other sources of ad-
versity may generate the same level of popularity as 
head lice. For some faculty, they may be perceived 
as a necessary evil. Those individuals who cannot 
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cope with that adversity will eventually disappear 
like the teenagers in a Friday the 13th movie. If a 
supportive environment were created by department 
chairpersons, other administrators, mentors, and 
faculty peers where grit was encouraged to tackle 
these challenges in academia (see, for example, 
Smith et al., 2018), maybe Jason Voorhees would 
stop slashing faculty. A sense of community and 
support can be critical (Bonfiglio, 2017).

What strategies can you use “to keep on tick-
ing”? The research related to grit suggests three 
approaches: (1) adopt a growth mindset, (2) reflect 
on past failures and setbacks, and (3) consider a 
hierarchical-goal perspective.

Adopt a growth mindset. The growth mindset 
(Dweck, 2016) considers intelligence as malleable, 
and that one may “grow” their intelligence and 
abilities to achieve their goals through hard work 
and dedication (see the meta-analyses by Burnette 
et al., 2013, and Sisk et al., 2018). It is consistent 
with the research evidence on neuroplasticity, which 
is the ability of the brain to change and build new 
synaptic connections throughout our lives (Doidge, 
2007).  In contrast, a fixed mindset is based on the 
belief that intelligence or talent is simply a fixed trait 
that cannot be changed; it alone can lead to success. 

A growth mindset can play an essential role in 
cultivating one’s level of grit (Wang et al., 2018). It 
has low to moderate positive correlations with grit 
(Kench, Hazelhurst, & Otulaja, 2016; Myers et al., 
2016; Tucker-Drob et al., 2016). That mindset can 
help develop grit by fostering goal commitment, 
positive affect, and sustained effort to increase 
academic success (Fitzgerald & Laurian-Fitzgerald, 
2016; Hill et al., 2016; Hochanadel & Finamore, 
2015; Yeager & Dweck, 2012). 

Adopting a growth mindset, as opposed to a 
fixed mindset, can change the way you respond to 
a negative review or rejection. A positive perspec-
tive toward constructive feedback and criticism 
(oral or written) can (1) improve and add to your 
abilities, (2) provide the opportunity to learn from 
weaknesses, mistakes, and failures, and (3) furnish 
specific information to revise your contributions, so 
they are significantly better than the originals. After 
the shock and panic of rejection have subsided, this 
mindset allows you to be receptive to corrective 
feedback and attentive to each comment, error, and 
mistake (Moser et al., 2011; Myers et al., 2016). 

A positive view of challenges and adversity 
can neutralize the potentially hurtful response to 
negative feedback. A growth mindset with the pre-
ceding responses forms the spine of grit that enables 
you to deflect or help you tackle the challenges you 
may encounter. A fixed mindset with a defeatist at-
titude makes you the victim, not the victor.     

Reflect on past failures and setbacks. Surpris-
ingly, DiMenichi and Richmond (2015) found that 
reflecting on past failures increases grit, produces 
immediate improvements in performance on be-
havioral outcomes, and increases perseverance 
with cognitive tasks. That reflection has diagnostic 
value which enables you to search for the reasons 
to justify the rejection, but not to obsess over those 
reasons for self-flagellation. Dwelling on the nega-
tive reviews may serve as a more significant moti-
vating force to revise your manuscript and improve 
its quality than reflecting on your past successes. 

In a study of super-elite athletes, Hodges et al. 
(2017) found grit to be a defining characteristic of 
their personalities along with increased motivation 
seemingly caused by the obstacles and setbacks 
they experienced. The bigger the failure, the more 
you can learn from it. That failure can propel you to 
turbo-charge your efforts to succeed the next time 
a challenge presents itself. Although these findings 
are counterintuitive, the notion of leveraging fail-
ures and setbacks to work harder to stay on course 
toward your goals is probably worth testing in our 
academic careers. 

Consider a hierarchical-goal perspective. A 
long-term superordinate goal impels gritty individu-
als. When that goal seems unfeasible or unreachable 
or when setbacks derail you from pursuing that goal, 
search for viable alternative lower-order goals or 
actions (Duckworth & Gross, 2014). Sprout a new 
hierarchical-goal perspective (Eskreis-Winkler, 
Gross, & Duckworth, 2016). For example, on your 
publishing journey, if the editor of the most presti-
gious journal rejects your manuscript, submit it to 
one or more lower-prestige journals. Ask colleagues 
for advice on which journals. Find alternatives that 
will still keep you on track for the ultimate prize. 

How to Respond to Rejection and Failure 
There are only two primary responses to nega-

tive feedback: Buck up and view it as an opportunity 
to improve OR shut down, see it as a threat, ignore 
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it, and engage in the blame game. The former is 
consistent with grit and a growth mindset; the lat-
ter misdirects one’s abilities and concentrates on 
positive feedback only (aka “confirmation bias”). 

The preceding strategies can be incorporated 
into real-life rejection scenarios. There are at least 
three major areas of rejection and failure: (1) pub-
lication, conference, and grant proposal rejections, 
(2) students’ rejections, and (3) job failures.

Publication, conference, and grant proposal 
rejections. Considering an initial manuscript sub-
mission as unflawed and final is unrealistic. You 
pour your heart and soul (aka “passion’) into a piece 
of work that required grit to complete over several 
months or years. When you receive low scores, 
negative reviews, outright rejection, or any requests 
for revision, they represent a hit to your work and 
you (Halpern, 2016). That gut punch hurts. It can 
drive you up an ivy-covered wall. Trashing the 
manuscript is not on the grit menu.     

You have choices. Do you cave under the 
requests for one or more revisions of your manu-
script or hunker down to do whatever is needed to 
satisfy the reviewers and editor so that your work 
gets published? The latter requires grit. Keep your 
eyeballs on the long-term goal. 

What are your options when an editor’s verdict 
is “minor revision” or “major revision”? (NOTE: 
The “revision” decision is an opportunity, albeit a 
reprieve, not a reprimand, to make the changes to 
improve your work and publish it.) As you read the 
reviews for revision, do not assume that all review-
ers are objective and correct (Misra & Lundquist, 
2017). They are fallible, and so is the process 
(Gulliver, 2014; Kreuter, 2014). CAT scans reveal 
that most reviewers exhibit significant brain activ-
ity and blood flow, yet some may misunderstand, 
misinterpret, or misjudge your work. Here are your 
options:
1.	 No revision: Ignore the reviews and send the 

manuscript to another journal or publisher.
2.	 Partial revision: Carefully examine reviews and 

cherry-pick certain comments worth addressing 
in a revision. Send it to another journal (Stivers 
& Cramer, 2017b).

3.	 Partial or complete revision: Address every 
comment in the reviews either with manuscript 
changes or respond to unjustified comments 
in a carefully crafted cover letter that explains 

why changes were not made. Resubmit it to 
the original journal (Stivers & Cramer, 2017a).

4.	 Second revision: If the same reviewers want 
additional changes, make them quickly and 
then resubmit.

5.	 Third revision: Yes, this is possible, particularly 
if different reviewers enter the process. You 
can be dragged through the mire of yet another 
revision. Just do it!

If the editor rejects the manuscript without 
giving you the opportunity to revise, options 1 and 
2 are viable. Resubmit to another journal (Stivers 
& Cramer, 2017b).  Conference and grant proposal 
rejections typically do not permit these actions. 
Once rejected with low scores, the process is over. 
You can then submit to another conference or other 
funding agencies or foundations that have issued 
similar RFPs.

Whatever option(s) you choose, commit to 
working on other projects to refocus your attention 
on new products and potential successes. Have 
multiple writing, research, conference, and grant 
activities in process and review to keep you on 
track to attain your long-term career target. Juggling 
several products in the hopper simultaneously and 
not knowing the verdict can keep your hopes up 
and sustain a positive attitude.

Notwithstanding the preceding responses to 
negative feedback, what can be done to ameliorate 
the difficulties inherent in the entire publication 
process? Who can improve your initial submission, 
reduce the sting of negative reviews, and console 
or commiserate when needed?  A support group of 
like-minded colleagues and one or more mentors 
can come to the rescue (Smith et al., 2018). 

Form a support group and pick mentors from 
anywhere in the world—in your department, at 
another institution, at an outside company or in-
dustry, or in your house (Berk, 2010, 2011). They 
can provide incredible support and encouragement 
and a sounding board to improve your writing con-
ceptually and mechanically before you submit and 
wise counsel after you receive the reviews (Jackson, 
2018). The support group fosters a sense of com-
munity and engagement with others to furnish the 
connectivity and relatedness at a time when you 
need it most (Bonfiglio, 2017; Garcia, 2018).

When peer mentors are chosen with the ap-
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propriate content or copy editing expertise, their 
reviews provide valuable input that can greatly 
improve your manuscript before you submit it for 
publication or presentation. Their input and that of 
the support group during the revision process can 
be very useful. They can advise on what journal, 
conference, publisher, or funding agency to submit 
to next. You can also consult with colleagues who 
have a winning record in obtaining grants. 

Students’ rejections. Rejection can occur in 
two ways in the classroom. First, in your teaching, 
how do you handle negative comments by students 
and low student ratings, especially written com-
ments, some of which may be constructive and 
others that may be personal insults (Berk, 2017c)? 
And second, how do your students respond to your 
feedback and lower-than-expected test scores and 
grades? How can you and your students rise above 
the negative feedback and stay focused on your 
long-term goals?

Welcome back to “Feedback World”—the stu-
dents’ formative feedback to you on your teaching 
and your feedback to them on their learning. Focus 
on the constructive elements. What can be changed 
to improve your teaching and your students’ learn-
ing?

Timely, accurate, and relevant feedback during 
and at the end of the course can be very informa-
tive and useful to guide your growth as a teacher. 
Consultative feedback on student ratings by faculty 
developers, peer mentors, and graduate students can 
lead to even greater positive changes (Marincovich, 
1999; Penny & Coe, 2004). All of these sources can 
shape whom you will become as a teacher (Berk, 
2013, 2018). Shrug off personal insults and encour-
age students to do the same and concentrate instead 
on your long-term goals.

Job failures. What can be worse? Maybe 
watching reruns of the Smurfs! The disappointment 
and feeling of failure associated with being fired 
can be devastating. It depletes rather than expands 
your emotional bandwidth. As an administrator or 
faculty member, the psychological and physical 
consequences of being terminated, not promoted, 
denied tenure, or rejected for a new position, fel-
lowship, or internship can pack a wallop (Horn, 
2017; June, 2017). It can be life-changing if you let 
it. Those forms of failure can provoke you to enter 
the blame game which just worsens the impact. 

How are you supposed to grow after these 
failures and bounce forward to keep working or find 
a new job? If you are a member of an underrepre-
sented or marginalized group, the higher frequency 
of those failures can have a stronger effect on your 
ability to function effectively (Berk, 2017b; Boyd 
et al., 2017; Caplan, 1993; Gutgold & Linse, 2016; 
Gutiérrez y Muhs et al., 2012; Rockquemore & 
Laszloffy, 2008). Failure may be the ultimate test 
of grit. However, grit is not a “deficit ideology” that 
is intended to compensate or address the reasons 
for that marginalization and equity issues (Gorski, 
2016).

Grit is one strategy to bounce forward from 
failure. A failure does not define who you are; you 
are not a failure. You have not lost your purpose or 
goals. Failure can be the springboard to inform, 
motivate, and jolt you into action. Springing will 
be involved. Just as failure manifests in a variety 
of forms, so can your responses: 
1.	 Request clarification of any criticisms to assess 

the merits of the criticism and whether you need 
to correct your behavior. 

2.	 Scrutinize the negative evaluations and all 
relevant documentation in your personnel file 
for the contract renewal, promotion, or tenure 
reviews to sleuth for the specific reasons for 
rejection. 

3.	 Solicit the reasons for job rejections if the in-
stitution will share that information. Carefully 
reflect on those reasons. Determine which ones 
are valid that you can address. 

Do not automatically jump to self-blame and 
your inadequacies when confronted with failure. 
Women faculty, in particular, are intensively social-
ized to blame themselves for failure (Caplan, 1993). 
Your self-esteem and confidence have just taken 
a hit. Redirect that blame by cross-examining the 
negative reviewers. Extract any nuggets of advice 
from them to bolster your skills and better prepare 
for future opportunities. However, also look for 
signs of bias, unfairness, and inappropriate proce-
dures in the review process. A grievance or legal 
action may be warranted. 

Remember the growth mindset and to search 
for alternatives in your goal and action hierarchy. 
Now is the time to shift those alternatives into gear 
and make adjustments. Learn from the rejection. 
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Ask colleagues who succeeded with contract re-
newal, promotion, or tenure to share their portfolios 
and support documents (Garcia, 2018; Ockene et al., 
2017). Examine the form and substance of what they 
submitted. What tricks of the trade do you find in 
those materials that explain where they went right, 
and you went wrong?

Apply for several different positions within 
your wheelhouse so there is hope one might take. 
There are a variety of non-tenured, full- and part-
time faculty and administrative jobs in academia 
you can pursue to get your foot in the door before 
you need to kick it down, such as post-doctoral 
research and training, soft-money research, project 
managers, program directors, temporary positions 
where a faculty member is on sabbatical or an-
other type of leave, and part-time teaching (Caplan, 
1993). These are opportunities to make contacts, 
survey the field, add to your vitae, and continue 
producing while you wait for the job you want.                     

Consider the applications and interviews as 
part of your growth. Approach them with gusto. 
What weaknesses do you need to address? You 
will keep learning as you engage in the job-hunting 
process, improve as a candidate, and add to your 
skills as long as you continue to look for ways to 
improve. Apply Winston Churchill’s quotation on 
the title page: “Success consists of going from fail-
ure to failure without loss of enthusiasm.”     

Epilogue
The academic environment requires grit to 

endure the slings and arrows of outrageous attacks 
on our work and person and to climb out of the 
pedagogical potholes into which we may fall. How-
ever, grit is not a panacea to deflect all of the arrows 
or some of the slings. It is a single trait with weak 
to moderate predictive power of certain outcome 
variables. Moreover, it is a welcome addition to the 
arsenal of tools we need to grapple with the sources 
of adversity we encounter throughout our careers. 

Grit is within everyone’s grasp which, along 
with other characteristics and a community of sup-
port, can move you from survives in a job you love 
to thrive beyond your wildest imagination. Yet, as 
we unspooled the previous decade of research, we 
found weaknesses in the methodologies regard-
ing the Grit-S scale, sample selection, statistical 
analysis, and research design that require attention. 

Unfortunately, there is also a gaping hole in that re-
search that needs to be filled with studies involving 
academic administrators, faculty, and staff. We must 
build on the potential suggested by the research 
reviewed herein. 

Before the lickings we endure take their toll on 
our tickings, we need to act to prevent a premature 
final tock. To capture the spirit of grit and the verbal 
blunt-force trauma many of us have experienced 
and will continue to experience, consider the gritty 
advice Rocky gave his son in the 2006 film Rocky 
Balboa:

“I don’t care how tough you are.
It [life] will beat you to your knees and keep you 
there permanently if you let it.
You, me, or nobody is going to hit as hard as life.

But it ain’t about how hard you hit;
it’s about how hard you can get hit,
and keep movin’ forward.
How much you can take and keep movin’ forward.
That’s how winning is done.

Now if you know what you’re worth,
now go out and get what you’re worth.
But you gotta be willing to take the hits and not 
pointin’ fingers, sayin’ you’re not where you wanna 
be because of him or her or anybody.
Cowards do that and that ain’t you.
You’re better than that.”

If you reached this last paragraph by slogging 
through this article riddled with Rocky’s and my 
metaphors, you must have a nontrivial level of 
grit. I encourage you to take the Grit-S scale (see 
https://angeladuckworth.com/research/) to properly 
measure where you are now and project where you 
want to be. It is time for you to concentrate on your 
career goal and “grittisize” anything in its path. As 
for me, I need to learn a proper British accent in case 
there’s an opening for King at Buckingham Palace.
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