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Abstract  

 Previous research indicates that the level of abstraction with which a person 

thinks about themselves influences subjective well-being; however, there is no research 

examining the impact abstraction has on altering the consequences of threats to self, 

specifically stress. The present study examined the possible buffering effects of abstract 

or concrete mindsets on individual approaches to a stressful task. We collected data from 

37 college-aged participants who completed an initial personality survey. In lab, the 

participants completed baseline state self-esteem, stress, and affect measures, gave a five-

minute speech in order to induce stress, and then completed a final survey that evaluated 

the changes in the state measures after the stressful task. Results indicated no significant 

differences between the two conditions for levels of stress, self-esteem, or affect. 

Although we did not observe an effect of level of abstraction on stress, it is still possible 

that such effects exist. Future studies should examine the implications approaching 

situations with an abstract or concrete mindset may have on psychological well-being in a 

longitudinal study, as well as the effect mindsets on self-enhancing positive psychology 

interventions. 

Keywords: mindset, stress, level of abstraction, coping, self-esteem, positive/negative 
affect 
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Mindset and Stress: Abstract and Concrete Thinking’s Effect on Coping with Situational 

Stress 

In mid-February, 2014, Penn State announced that they are implementing a task 

force to examine stress and mental health on campus following the suicides of two 

students three weeks after the second semester began. The parents of one of the students 

who committed suicide stated that, “There was a lot more pressure in the classroom at 

Penn. She wasn’t normal happy Madison. Now she had worries and stress” (Kingkade, 

2014). Suicides such as these are not an uncommon thing to hear about on the news and 

are a widespread phenomenon among students in colleges and universities. The American 

College Health Assessment survey from Spring 2013 reports that 84% of US students felt 

overwhelmed by work at some point over the past semester, 48% of US students felt 

overwhelmed within the two weeks of the survey being given, and 7% of US students 

seriously considered committing suicide due to the excessive stress and anxiety of school. 

Excessive stress is clearly a dilemma in US higher education, and it can come with costs 

to mental health, physical health and even lives. By focusing on developing preemptive 

stress coping mechanisms, stress can be met and dealt with the moment it occurs as 

opposed to more reactionary coping mechanisms that are utilized after the stress has 

occurred. One of these methods we aim to recognize and test utilizes abstract and 

concrete mindsets as a coping method for situational stress. The utilization of mindset-

based coping could have profound impacts on students’ lives by meeting stress when it 

occurs, and the need for suicide task forces at college campuses may be greatly reduced. 

Impact of Stress 
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Stress is defined as a pattern of behavioral and physiological responses to events 

that match or exceed an organism’s cognitive or physical capacities (Gazzaniga, 

Heatherton, & Halpern, 2010). A stressful experience has two components, the stressor, 

an external stimulus that provokes a reaction, and an individual’s perception of the 

stressor (Gazzaniga, Heatherton, & Halpern, 2010). Stress is an unavoidable facet of 

living a human life and is experienced almost every day, from small daily hassles to 

major life events. Stress is an essential part of learning, performance, and motivation 

because it increases arousal during an action, which pushes individuals to perform to a 

higher level (Broadhurst, 1957). However, when the level of stress exceeds an 

individual’s coping ability, there are major detrimental impacts on the individual’s life. 

Stress is shown to significantly increase negative affect, decrease self-esteem, decrease 

self-efficacy, and affect cognitive appraisal (Coyle & Vera, 2013). Furthermore, 

prolonged exposure to stress can significantly contribute to serious health problems such 

as heart disease (Cohen, Janicki-Deverts, & Miller, 2007), predict negative health 

behaviors such as drug relapse (Kassel, Paronis, & Stroud, 2003), and can aid in the 

development of major psychological illnesses (Marin et al., 2011). 

        Despite the overwhelming impacts stress has on mental and physical health, stress 

can be managed by developing coping strategies. Methods of coping with stress can be 

separated into two categories: problem-focused coping, which is aimed at problem 

solving or doing something to alter the source of the stress, and emotion-focused coping, 

which is aimed at reducing or managing the emotional distress that is associated with the 

situation (Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989). Problem-focused coping is effective both 

in dealing with stress and in the systematic planning for how to deal with stress. Common 
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forms of problem-focused coping are active coping, strategic planning, and seeking social 

support (Carver et al., 1989). For example, if an individual knows that public speaking 

will cause them stress, the individual can take classes to improve his/her public speaking 

abilities, practice the speech many times before giving it, or ask for advice from 

individuals who are skilled in public speaking. On the flip side, emotion-focused coping 

mostly happens during or after experiencing the stress. Common forms of emotion-

focused coping include seeking of emotional social support, positive reinterpretation, 

acceptance, and denial (Carver et al., 1989). For example, an individual that receives a 

poor grade, which causes significant stress, might talk to a friend about the grade, view 

the grade as a place for improvement, accept the poor grade and move on, or refuse to 

acknowledge the poor grade and move on. Given that people react in different ways to 

stress, it is important to understand when various coping methods will be selected and 

used in countering stress. 

Folkman et al. (1986) model the step-by-step process in which an individual 

processes stress and decides which coping method to use. The transactional model of 

stress and coping states that: (a) the individual is exposed to a stressful circumstance; (b) 

he or she evaluates the situation as well as his or her personal resources for coping; (c) 

the individual implements coping strategies; and (d) this leads to some outcome 

(Folkman et al., 1986). This model demonstrates that coping with stress is a process that 

relies on personal resources and experience in order to produce and implement the coping 

strategies. However, if the stress is unexpected, an individual may not know what 

personal resources to rely on or how to interpret the stress, and whether to use problem-

focused or emotion-focused coping. If an individual faces unexpected stress, it is nearly 



MINDSET AND STRESS 10 

impossible to approach this stress from a problem-focused coping standpoint because 

there may be a lack of experience in dealing with the problem. Emotion-focused coping 

can only be implemented after the stress has occurred unless the individual has prior 

experience in coping with a similar stressor. Furthermore, coping skills can have a 

significant impact on one’s self-esteem. If an individual is faced with a challenging task 

and lacks the skills to cope with the stress, it is likely that their self-esteem will decrease 

(Abouserie, 1994). Research indicates that students with higher stress levels are less 

satisfied with their GPA, weight, and fitness level, all of which are factors that contribute 

to their overall self-esteem (Hudd et al., 2000). So having a precautionary coping 

mechanism in place that can combat unexpected stress would greatly decrease the levels 

of stress an individual experiences. Mindsets could be a valuable tool as a new coping 

mechanism because it is both precautionary and does not rely specifically on personal 

resources or past experiences for effectiveness. 

Cognitive Appraisal and Stress 

Since stress is usually conditional and affects people differently, cognitive 

appraisal is key to understanding the effect of stress. Appraisal Theory attempts to 

explain the mental processes that influence an individual’s views of stress (Folkman et 

al., 1986). Cognitive appraisal is broken up into primary appraisal and secondary 

appraisal. During primary appraisal, the stress or stressor is evaluated for meaning and 

influence, and whether or not the stressor poses a threat or a challenge (Folkman et al., 

1986). This first appraisal serves to create meaning behind the stressor and looks at the 

stress from a more objective stand point. An example of primary appraisal would be 

looking at a car driving straight toward you and recognizing that the speeding car is a 
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threat and that you need to get out of the way. Secondary appraisal involves emotions 

regarding the stressor/stress, and is more involved in determining if the individual will 

take action to cope or resolve the stress (Folkman et al., 1986). Given the previous 

example, the secondary appraisal can be explained as recognizing whether an individual 

has the resources to cope and acting on them: to avoid the car hitting you, you recognize 

that the sidewalk is a safe place to be rather than in the street and subsequently move onto 

the sidewalk to avoid being hit. Usually, primary and secondary appraisals occur 

simultaneously (Folkman et al., 1986). Based on this theory, situational or unexpected 

stress is difficult to cope with because there is little time to decide on an appropriate 

coping method. Having a coping strategy that negates the necessity of deciding which 

coping strategy is most effective can lead to fast action against the stressor. In this sense, 

having a mindset already in place that allows for quicker cognitive appraisal could also 

lead to more efficient and responsive coping. 

Personality and Stress 

Stressful experiences do not affect everyone in the same way—one person may 

react to a stressful event by crying, another may react by talking to a friend about the 

situation. The impact that stress has on an individual depends partly on that individual’s 

personality (Bolger & Schilling, 1991; Chang, 2002; Gunthert, Cohen & Armeli, 1999; 

Schneider, 2004). Although there are many components to personality, one personality 

trait that is of particular interest in relation to stress is neuroticism. Neuroticism can be 

defined as a disposition to experience negative affect and be relatively emotionally 

unstable (Gleitman, Gross & Reisberg, 2010, p.593). This increased sensitivity to 

negative affect can be especially detrimental to an individual in an emotionally taxing 
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situation, such as a stressful event. Research shows that people with high levels of 

neuroticism report more instances of stress in a day, appraise those incidents as more 

stressful, and react more severely to stressors than individuals with low neuroticism 

scores (Bolger & Schilling, 1991; Gunthert et al., 1999). However, the relationship 

between neuroticism and reactivity to a stressor is more complicated than a simple cause 

and effect—there are intermediate cognitive processes after an event that play a role in 

the response of the individual. For example, level of emotional reactivity to stressful 

events is largely influenced by how stressors are appraised (Gunthert et al., 1999; 

Schneider, 2004). If a person perceives an event positively they will have a more positive 

emotional reaction to it than if they perceive it negatively. Since neuroticism is related to 

negative primary and secondary appraisals of events, individuals high in neuroticism will 

likely react with a greater degree of distressed emotional reactivity than those who are 

low in neuroticism (Gunthert et al., 1999). In addition, high-neuroticism individuals tend 

to use more maladaptive coping mechanisms (such as catharsis, self-blame and wishful 

thinking) than people with low neuroticism levels, making it harder for them to deal with 

stressful events (Gunthert et al., 1999). Neuroticism plays a significant role in how people 

experience and react to stress and therefore may influence the strategies necessary for 

helping highly neurotic individuals deal with this stress. 

In addition to neuroticism, previous research investigated the role that optimism-

pessimism play in an individual’s response to stress (Chang, 2002; Segerstrom, Taylor, 

Kemney & Fahey, 1998). Greater optimism scores are associated with greater 

psychological adjustment (measured by depression and life-satisfaction scores) and lower 

appraised stress levels (Chang, 2002). This effect was found both in younger and older 
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adults, however, younger adults scored lower on optimism and appraised higher stress 

overall, suggesting that there are other factors at play (Chang, 2002). In addition, young 

adults’ scores on optimism-pessimism significantly interacted with stress appraisal to 

predict psychological outcomes (Chang, 2002). Young adults who scored highly on 

optimism showed less symptoms related to psychological disorders than those who 

scored highly on pessimism, even in highly stressful situations (Chang, 2002). Optimism 

has also been linked to positive mood and better immune responses during stressful 

situations (Segerstrom et al., 1998). These findings suggest the dimension of optimism-

pessimism has a significant impact on an individual’s stress experience, both mentally 

and physically. However, it is unclear how optimism interacts with coping mechanisms to 

predict individual outcomes from a stressful event.  

Findings such as these provide support for the idea that there are important 

individual differences in emotional responses to stress. Therefore, it is important to find a 

variety of ways to cope with stress because one method may not work for everyone. 

Given that an individual’s appraisal of a situation is crucial in determining their stress 

outcome, it may be beneficial to further investigate how different mindsets can affect an 

individual’s experience in a stressful situation.  

Level of Abstraction 

One area of research that shows promise for developing pre-emptive coping 

mechanisms relates to abstract and concrete mindsets. The term “level of abstraction” 

refers to a continuum of abstract/concrete evaluations with which people assess 

themselves and their actions. A high level of abstraction focuses on broad descriptions 

and the meaning behind an action, while a low level of abstraction focuses on concrete 
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aspects of criteria, or the details within an action (Updegraff & Suh, 2007; Vallacher & 

Wegner, 1989; Vallacher & Wegner, 2012). For example, self-construal (evaluation of 

oneself) can use a high identification level that focuses on a broad idea such as, “I am a 

smart person” or a low identification level that looks at concrete facts such as, “I have a 

4.0 GPA” (Updegraff & Suh, 2007). Similarly, individuals use different levels of 

abstraction when evaluating events. Level of abstraction in relation to an event is often 

referred to as action identification level, outlined by Vallacher and Wegner in their 

Action Identification Theory (1989). Action Identification Theory posits that actions are 

thought of on a cognitive hierarchy, with low-level identities relating to how one acts and 

high-level identities relating to why one acts (Vallacher & Wegner, 1989). High action 

identification levels focus on the meaning behind the event such as, “demonstrating 

skill,” while low action identification levels focus on the description of an event such as, 

“giving a speech.”  

Level of abstraction is relative—one description may be using a higher level than 

another but a lower level than something else. For example, “giving a speech” is a lower 

level than “demonstrating skill” but a higher level than “emitting sounds from my 

mouth.” There are some consistent and observable patterns in the level of abstraction that 

people use. For example, temporal distance of an event influences what level of 

abstraction is used. Events further in the future tend to elicit higher levels of abstraction 

than events happening sooner (Vallacher & Wegner, 1989; Vallacher & Wegner, 2012). 

In addition, people tend to have a baseline level of abstraction. Some people initially tend 

towards higher levels of abstraction while others initially tend towards lower ones 

(Vallacher & Wegner, 1989; Vallacher & Wegner, 2012). What determines this initial 
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level is not totally understood but may be based somewhat on experience and 

development (Vallacher & Wegner, 2012). Although people tend to have a baseline level 

of abstraction, each individual uses a wide range of levels depending on the task or 

context that they are in when making this appraisal. For example, when a task proves to 

be difficult, people move to a low level of abstraction and when a task is easy people use 

a high level of abstraction (Vallacher & Wegner, 1989; Vallacher & Wegner, 2012). This 

change in level of abstraction can help people better address a given event. For example, 

when doing a project that is difficult, it is necessary to focus on the concrete steps and 

tasks such as, “make a PowerPoint slide” rather than constantly focusing on the larger 

meaning of the project such as, “demonstrating my knowledge.” In addition to difficulty, 

level of abstraction can change depending on an individual’s context. Cues can elicit 

higher or lower levels (Vallacher & Wegner, 2012). These cues can be social, or as 

simple as telling someone to focus on the molecular details of an action or of themselves 

instead of the larger meaning (or vice versa) (Vallacher & Wegner, 2012).  

Variation in level of abstraction is necessary for people to complete tasks and go 

about their life, however, in certain instances, higher levels can be more beneficial than 

lower ones. Previous research shows that people who focus on the lower-level aspects of 

an action (i.e., “taking a step” “moving a finger” or “looking both ways”) are more 

impulsive, less self-motivated, less consistent in behavior across time, and have external 

loci of control compared to their higher-level agent counterparts (the reasons why they 

took a step, moved a finger, or looked both ways) (Vallacher & Wegner, 1989). This 

research suggests that low levels of abstraction are related to characteristics that could be 

problematic when working towards completing a goal. However further research is 
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needed to examine how these levels of abstraction influence an individual during events 

that pose a threat to the self, such as stress (Updegraff & Suh, 2007). 

Although previous research exploring level of abstraction does not examine stress 

directly, it does suggest that abstract-concrete mindsets could serve as beneficial coping 

mechanisms. For example, Updegraff and Suh (2007) conducted a study that related 

abstract self-construal to higher subjective well-being. Participants filled out the 

satisfaction with life scale and were then asked to list the five most important aspects of 

themselves and/or their lives that they thought about while completing the scale. 

Participants then described how those five things influenced their view of their life 

satisfaction. Results showed that happier participants not only listed more satisfying 

thoughts than unhappy participants, but also more abstract thoughts. This relationship 

was significant independent of what specific domains of life people drew satisfaction 

from (i.e., internal rewards vs. external rewards) and of overall life-satisfaction 

(Updegraff & Suh, 2007). These results suggest that individuals’ natural level of 

abstraction is related to their overall life satisfaction. In a follow-up study, Updegraff and 

Suh (2007) manipulated the level of abstraction that participants used to evaluate ten 

neutral images and found that participants in the abstract condition had higher post-

manipulation life satisfaction than participants in the concrete condition, independent of 

pre-test life satisfaction levels. Results from both of these studies suggest that using 

higher levels of abstraction to evaluate oneself is related to greater life-satisfaction, 

however, as the researchers note, further research is needed to investigate the effects of 

these mindsets in a situation that is not quite so mundane. In their discussion, Updegraff 

and Suh (2007) hypothesize that the link between abstract mindset and high life-
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satisfaction will be even more pronounced in a situation that involves a threat to the self. 

The current study aims to investigate this idea by examining the effect of abstract-

concrete mindsets on an individual during a stressful situation.  

Current Study   

Understanding the relationship between mindset and an individual’s stress 

experience is an important step in finding better stress-related coping mechanisms. Based 

on previous research suggesting that a person’s evaluation of an event influences their 

reaction to that event (Gunthert et al., 1999; Updegraff & Suh, 2007; Vallacher & 

Wegner, 1989), the current study examined how mindset influences an individual’s stress 

outcomes. Although research suggests that abstract levels of analysis are related to 

positive outcomes, research has not yet examined the influence level of abstraction has on 

an individual during a stressful event. Therefore, the current study examined the role that 

abstract versus concrete mindsets play in buffering against situational stress. Participants 

in this study experienced a performance stressor (delivering a speech) after being 

randomly assigned to the abstract or concrete mindset condition. We examined how 

stress levels, mood, and state self-esteem are influenced by situational stress when 

participants are using either a concrete or abstract mindset to evaluate the task. We 

hypothesized that individuals who utilized more abstract mindsets will show fewer 

negative reactions to situational stress, indicated by lower stress levels, higher positive 

affect, and higher state self-esteem after the stress task. In addition, we surveyed 

participants’ levels of optimism-pessimism, subjective well-being and neuroticism as 
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possible moderators to the influence of level of abstraction, in order to examine the role 

that personality plays in this relationship. 

Method 

Participants 

Our participants were 37 (males N = 12; females N = 25) college aged students 

ranging from 18 to 22 years old predominantly from a small liberal arts college in the 

Pacific Northwest. The average age of the participants was 20 years old, SD = 1.41. The 

majority of participants came from a Caucasian background (N = 29), while other 

ethnicities comprised a smaller portion of our participants (Latino/Hispanic American N 

= 1; Asian/Asian American N = 2; multi-racial/other N = 4). Participants were also 

primarily from the United States (N = 32) with a few from other nations (Mexico N = 1; 

Panama N = 1; South Korea N = 1; Thailand N = 1; Netherlands N = 1). The participants 

were recruited electronically through emailing campus listservs and by asking in person.  

Design and Procedure 

 When participants agreed to be involved in our study, we emailed them a 

preliminary Qualtrics survey where they filled out an online consent form, and completed 

a basic demographic questionnaire. Also included were questionnaires that measured 

optimism/pessimism, subjective well-being, and neuroticism. As part of this initial 

survey, participants generated a personal code that served to link their pre-screening data 

with the data we collected in the lab. The prescreen survey shortened the time 

participants spent in the lab by completing trait-related measures prior to entering the lab. 

We also separated these questionnaires to prevent the participants from drawing 

connections between the surveys and the purpose of the study.  
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 Participants were then randomly assigned to one of two conditions: abstract or 

concrete mindset. When the participants came into the lab, we greeted them, reminded 

them of the purpose of our study and their rights as participants and gave them a new 

consent form to fill out. They then completed surveys measuring perceived stress levels, 

state self-esteem, and positive and negative affect based on how they were feeling in the 

present moment. Then participants were given instructions for their 5-minute speech task 

about “why I make a good friend.” This speech task is based on previous research that 

utilized the same or a similar speech task to elicit stress responses in their participants 

(e.g., Lam, Dickerson, Zoccola & Zaldivar, 2009; Mendes, Major, McCoy, & Blascovich, 

2008). The instructions included a manipulation to elicit either an abstract or a concrete 

mindset. Participants in the concrete condition were instructed to “Focus on concrete 

facts about yourself or very specific events in your life. Make sure your justification 

convinces me in this present moment.” Participants in the abstract condition were told to 

“Focus on any ideas, attitudes, or opinions you might have regarding yourself or your life 

as a whole. Make sure your justification portrays why you would be a good friend in 

future relationships.” Participants were told that their speech was going to be videotaped 

and that they were going to be evaluated on the speech by the experimenter. Participants 

had one minute to prepare for the speech and then gave the speech for the full five 

minutes in front of the experimenter. Experimenters prompted them to continue if the 

participant stopped by saying things such as, “please continue” or “please talk for the full 

five minutes.”  

After completing the speech task, the participants filled out the same state self-

esteem scale and positive negative affect scale as before the speech task, along with a 
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new event stress scale specifically relating to the stress they experienced during the 

speech task. The participants were then debriefed on the study. All deception was 

revealed and explained, and participants were told that they were not being recorded or 

evaluated. Participants were then asked to sign a data release form, giving them the 

chance to revoke their consent once the procedures had been fully explained, and 

received compensation of baked goods 

Measures 

Optimism-Pessimism. The reevaluated Life Orientation Test (LOT-R) is a ten-

question scale (α = .74) with six questions that assess optimism-pessimism and four filler 

questions. Higher scores relate to optimism and lower scores relate to pessimism 

(Scheier, Carver, & Bridges, 1994). Participants are asked to rate statements on a scale 

from zero to four, with zero meaning “strongly disagree” and four meaning “strongly 

agree.” Included in these statements are, “In uncertain times, I usually expect the best” 

and “If something can go wrong for me, it will”. 

Subjective Well-Being. The satisfaction with life scale (SWLS) is a five-question 

scale (α = .75) where higher scores indicate a high subjective well-being and low scores 

indicate low subjective well-being (Diener, Emmons, Larson, & Griffin, 1985). 

Participants are asked to rate statements on a scale from one to seven, with one meaning 

“strongly disagree” and seven meaning “strongly agree.” These statements include, “In 

most ways my life is close to my ideal” and “The conditions of my life are excellent”.  

Neuroticism. The Eysenck Personality Questionnaire Revised Abbreviated 

version (EPQR-A) consists of four, six item scales derived from the 48-question version 

of the EPQR (Francis, Brown, & Philipchalk, 1992). The original EPQR-A measures 
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Extraversion, Neuroticism, Psychoticism and a Lie Scale, however, our study only used 

the Neuroticism section of the scale (α = .58). The scale consists of six “yes” or “no” 

questions such as, “Does your mood often go up and down?” and “Do you often feel 

“fed-up?”. Higher scores on the scale indicate a higher level of neuroticism. 

Perceived Stress Scale. The Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen, 1983) is the most 

widely used psychological instrument for measuring the perception of stress or, the 

degree to which situations in one's life are appraised as stressful. The questions in the 

survey were altered from "In the last month" to "Currently" in order to capture the stress 

a participant felt in the moment. The scale consists of ten questions (α = .83) and uses a 

five-point Likert scale that ranges from one, meaning, "strongly disagree", to five, 

meaning, "strongly agree". Included in the measure are statements like, “I feel upset 

because of something that happened unexpectedly” and “I feel that things are going my 

way”. 

State Self-Esteem Scale. Heatherton and Polivy's (1991) State Self-Esteem scale 

is originally a 20-item scale with three sub-scales: performance self-esteem, social self-

esteem and appearance self-esteem. However, appearance self-esteem is not relevant to 

our study and the speech task participants are performing. Therefore, we cut down the 

scale to 14 items (α = .83) consisting of the performance self-esteem (α = .56) and social 

self-esteem sub-scales (α = .86). All items are answered using a five-point scale (1 = not 

at all, 2 = a little bit, 3 = somewhat, 4 = very much, 5 = extremely). Items in the scale 

included, “I feel confident about my abilities” and “I am worried about whether I am 

regarded as a success or failure”. 
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Positive Affect Negative Affect Scale. Kercher's (1992) short form Positive 

Affect Negative Affect Scale is a 10-question survey consisting of five questions 

pertaining to high arousal positive affect (α = .86) and five questions pertaining to high 

arousal negative affect (α = .82). To gain a more comprehensive evaluation of participant 

affect, we added on 10 additional items taken from the circumplex model of affect 

(Posner, Russell & Peterson, 2005) that measure low arousal positive (α = .75) and low 

arousal negative affect (α = .80), which Kerchner’s (1992) short form neglects to cover. 

Adding these components of affect allows for a more comprehensive understanding of 

the multiple facets of mood states (Posner et al., 2005). Participants are asked to rate 

emotions that indicate to what extent the participant is experiencing the feeling at the 

present moment. The emotions are scored along a five-point Likert scale where one is 

"not at all" and five is "extremely".  Emotions include, “inspired,” “excited,” and, 

“afraid”. 

Event Related Stress Scale. The event related stress scale is a five-item 

questionnaire (α = .88) we created to measure stress related to a demanding task. The 

scale is loosely based on the Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen, 1983), however, we 

modified it to reflect event related stress rather than general life stress. We created this 

measure because we wanted to assess the direct impact the speech task had on immediate 

stress levels. Additionally, we utilized a different stress scale post-task to try to reduce 

the repetitiveness of our surveys. The scale asks participants to rate items on a five-point 

Likert scale, where one is “strongly disagree” and five is “strongly agree.” Items include, 

“currently, I feel stressed” and “I feel upset by the difficulty of this task”. 

Results 
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Preliminary Analyses 

This study examined the influence of level of abstraction on stress levels, affect 

and state self-esteem after a situational stressor. We hypothesized that participants who 

received an abstract mindset cue would experience less stress and have higher levels of 

self-esteem and positive affect after a stressful task than participants who received the 

concrete mindset cue. Before undergoing the stress task participants completed measures 

evaluating their baseline levels of stress, affect, and self-esteem (see Table 1 for all 

means). Participants entered the study with higher levels of stress (M = 25.08, SD = 5.00) 

than the norm for our participants’ age range (M = 14.20, SD = 6.20) (Cohen & 

Williamson, 1988). Although we cannot compare participants’ scores on positive and 

negative affect to population norms because we added additional items to the affect scale 

used in this study, the averages indicate that participants scored in the middle range of the 

scale for positive affect (M = 28.08, SD = 6.99, range: 10-50) and a bit below this mark 

for negative affect (M = 16.54, SD = 6.40 range: 10-50). Similarly, total scores on self-

esteem cannot be compared to established population averages because the scale was 

modified and one of the subscales was removed. However, participants’ scores fell in the 

upper range of the scale, though not excessively highly, indicating that participants had 

moderately high state self-esteem when entering the lab (M = 48.08, SD = 6.53, range: 

14-70).  

 Upon initial examination of the data, it appears that participants’ scores did not 

seem to change much pre to post test for self-esteem; however, the scores did differ 

significantly for affect. Participants did not shift in their level of self-esteem as we can 
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see by their total State Self-Esteem Scale scores as well as their scores on subscales (see 

Table 1). Participants’ scores for affect did significantly differ pre to post test on every 

subscale except for low arousal negative affect (see Table 1). Total positive affect scores 

as well as the positive subscale scores significantly increased pre to post manipulation, 

while total negative and high arousal negative scores decreased significantly pre to post 

manipulation (see Table 1). Although we cannot compare the mean and standard 

deviations between the Perceived Stress Scale and the Event Related Stress Scale because 

they are different measures, we will later explore this relationship further using an 

ANCOVA. 

 In addition to examining the means and standard deviations, we examined the 

correlations between our dependent variables. Table 2 summarizes these relationships. 

This table indicates that most of the measures before the manipulation are significantly 

positively correlated to that measure post manipulation, such as is the case with pre and 

post state self-esteem. In addition, these correlations indicate some important 

relationships between variables. For example, perceived stress is significantly negatively 

correlated to state self-esteem (r = -.43, p < .01) and positive affect (r = -.38, p < .05) 

indicating that higher levels of stress are related to lower levels of state self-esteem and 

positive affect before the speech task.  

 Participants also completed scales evaluating their levels of optimism, subjective 

well-being and neuroticism. When examining participants’ scores on these measures (see 

Table 3), there are a few trends that are evident. The first is that participants scored 

relatively low on the optimism scale, which has a total possible score of 50, but our 
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sample had a maximum score of 28. In addition, participants scored a wide range on both 

satisfaction with life (full range 5 < x < 35; our sample 15 < x < 35) and neuroticism (full 

range 6 < x < 12; our sample 6 < x < 12).  

 Table 4 indicates how these moderators are correlated with each other. The Life 

Orientation Scale measuring optimism/pessimism and the Satisfaction With Life Scale 

are significantly positively correlated, indicating that higher levels of optimism are 

related to higher subjective well-being, which is to be expected. However, the 

neuroticism scale is also significantly positively correlated with these two other 

measures, suggesting that higher neuroticism is related to higher subjective well-being 

and optimism scores, which is not expected. 

Hypothesis Testing 

 To examine our hypotheses more thoroughly, we tested how stress, positive affect 

and self-esteem changed across the two groups by utilizing t-tests. To begin, we 

conducted a t-test between our two conditions to evaluate our participants’ initial levels 

of stress and found no significant difference, indicating that our randomization procedure 

was effective, t(35) = .88, p = .38. Contrary to our predictions, there was no significant 

difference in the levels of stress post speech task between the abstract and concrete 

condition, t(35) = .84, p = .47. There was also no significant difference in the levels of 

performance self-esteem, social self-esteem, and total self-esteem between the conditions 

after the stress task, t(35) = .56, p = .58; t(35) = .34, p = .74; t(35) = .04, p = .97 

(respectively). Additionally, there were no significant differences between conditions for 

high or low arousal positive and negative affect: total positive, total negative, positive 

low, positive high, negative low, negative high (t’s < 1.40; p’s > .20). 
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 In order to take into account participants’ baseline levels of stress, self-esteem and 

affect and examine whether the change in these measures pre to post manipulation 

differed across conditions, we utilized mixed-design ANOVAs. For these ANOVAs, the 

within-subjects factor was the pre and post manipulation scores on self-esteem and 

PANAS, and the between-subjects factor was the participant’s condition. We found no 

significant difference between the conditions for total self-esteem, F(1, 35) = .14, p = .71. 

There was also no significant difference between the conditions for the social self-esteem 

subscale, F(1, 35) = .189, p = .67, or performance self-esteem subscale, F(1, 35) = .00, p 

= .99. In addition, we found no significant difference between conditions for positive 

affect, F(1, 34) = .16, p = .69, or negative affect, F(1, 34) = 2.37, p = .13. This lack of 

significance remained when we examined the low arousal positive, low arousal negative, 

high arousal positive, and high arousal negative affect subscales (F’s > .10, p’s > .07). In 

order to test the difference between pre and post manipulation for stress we utilized a 

two-way ANCOVA where we controlled for time-1 stress levels because we used 

different stress measures pre and posttest.  The ANCOVA shows no significant effect of 

manipulation on stress, F(1,34) = .27, p = .61. 

 In addition to examining the differences between the state measures, we wanted to 

examine whether satisfaction with life, optimism, or neuroticism might serve as 

moderators in this relationship. To begin our initial analysis of this relationship, we ran 

correlations between our moderators (neuroticism, subjective well-being, optimism) and 

our dependent state scales within the abstract and concrete conditions. We then compared 

these correlations to see if any of them differed between the two groups, indicating a 
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possible differing relationship based on condition. Most of these correlations were either 

not significant or shared the correlation across groups, indicating that the effect of this 

trait did not differ across conditions.  

 When examining how the moderators correlate to stress, affect, and self-esteem, 

we found only a few relationships that were both significant and did not hold true across 

conditions. One of these relationships indicated that satisfaction with life scores were 

significantly positively correlated with total state self-esteem (r = .59, p = .01) and social 

state self-esteem (r = .54, p = .02) post manipulation in the concrete condition, but not in 

the abstract condition. To examine the level of moderation between subjective well-being 

and state self-esteem, we ran a hierarchical regression analysis. The regression analysis 

revealed that the effect of the manipulation on state self-esteem was not moderated by 

satisfaction with life (ß = -.03, t = -.22, p = .82). This lack of a significant moderating 

effect held true with social state self-esteem as well (ß = -.08, t = -.55, p = .59). Although 

we did find significant correlations between neuroticism and certain state scales that 

differed across conditions, we did not examine the moderating effects of neuroticism 

further for reasons that are addressed in the discussion section. 

Discussion 

 Given the previous research on the effects abstract and concrete mindsets have on 

an individual’s subjective well-being, we wanted to examine these mindsets impact when 

an individual is confronted with a threat to the self. To test this, we randomly assigned 

our participants into either an abstract or concrete mindset condition and measured 

changes in state stress, affect, and self-esteem before and after a stressful task. In 

addition, we examined potential moderating variables (neuroticism, subjective well-
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being, and optimism). We expected participants who received the abstract mindset cue to 

experience less stress and have higher positive affect and self-esteem after the stressful 

task than participants who received the concrete mindset cue; however, our results 

showed that there were no significant relationships or differences between the abstract 

and concrete conditions in stress levels, self-esteem, or affect.  

 Given these results, there are multiple explanations for why we saw no significant 

differences. It is plausible that the level of abstraction does not play a role in buffering 

against stress. The level of abstraction that people use to evaluate a certain event or 

particular moment varies depending on many contextual cues and can be manipulated, 

such as with this study (Vallacher & Wegner, 2012). However, some people do tend to 

use a more abstract or more concrete level of abstraction overall (Vallacher & Wegner, 

1989; Vallacher & Wegner, 2012). Much of previous research focused on how level of 

abstraction relates to more stable traits such as satisfaction with life (Updegraph & Suh, 

2007), however, it is possible that temporary fluctuations in these mindsets do not have 

the same impact on an individual's state self-esteem, affect or stress levels.  

Alternatively, it is possible that level of abstraction did play a role in these state 

constructs, but our study did not capture this due to our methodology. One possible 

explanation for this is in relation to fluctuation in stress levels post-stressor. Previous 

research has shown that the maximum effects of a stressor, such as increases in cortisol 

levels and other negative behavioral outcomes like impaired decision making, do not take 

place until a delay of about 20 minutes after a stressor occurs (Dallman, 2005; Pabst, 

Bran, & Wolf, 2013). This delay in behavioral outcomes occurs because the 

hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis (one of the main stress-related circuits in the 
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body) has a slow period of onset (Dallman, 2005; Pabst et al., 2013). However, once it is 

activated, the HPA-axis activates glucocorticoid receptors and increases the levels of 

cortisol (a primary stress hormone) in the body (Dallman, 2005; Pabst et al., 2013). This 

delay in both the physical and psychological effects of stress suggests that there is a 

period of time when the negative outcomes of stress, such as those we were measuring in 

relation to decreases in state self-esteem and affect, have not reached their peak levels of 

influence on the individual. This delay in a full physiological response to stress combined 

with the initial liberation that comes with finishing a stressful task may create a period of 

relief for participants that lasts until cortisol levels increase. It is possible that this 

phenomenon influenced our data because our participants’ stress levels and other state 

measures were assessed directly after the speech task, which would be in the period of 

relief for the participants. 

 There may be a few other reasons for this outcome. First, it is possible that the 

manipulation we used was not effective in eliciting the proper mindsets. Our participant 

sample was limited in that it was largely white females from a liberal arts college in the 

Pacific Northwest. Many of the participants are both practiced and comfortable giving 

speeches and therefore, may not have shown stress levels indicative of the general 

population when faced with this task. This is in line with the findings of a study 

conducted by Felstein and Wilcox (1992) on stress and situation-specific mastery. When 

an individual has situation-specific mastery in a given task, the total levels of stress an 

individual experiences is reduced (Felstein and Wilcox, 1992). Mastery is defined as 

possessing great skillfulness or knowledge that allows for easier completion of certain 

tasks (Felstein and Wilcox, 1992). Given our study, many of our participants likely had 
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higher levels of mastery over public speaking than the general population since liberal 

arts colleges emphasize oratory skills. 

 In addition, some participants indicated enjoying the task and even feeling better 

than at the beginning of the lab session because they were able to reflect on their 

friendships, which also may have affected the levels of stress and affect. Reflecting on 

friendships is a common intervention within positive psychology in order to increase 

short-term positive affect (Rosemarie et al., 2011). Furthermore, acknowledging 

character strengths is also a method of positive psychological intervention to improve 

affect; however, acknowledging positive character traits is usually said from one person 

to another rather than speaking about one’s own traits (Rosemarie et al., 2011). Since our 

prompt of “why I make a good friend” required participants to reflect on specific traits, 

ideas, and events, the reports that a few of our participants enjoyed giving the speech or 

felt happier than before the stress task can be explained by these interventions. These 

findings could explain the participants’ significant increase in positive affect and 

decrease in negative affect post stress task. Previous research used the question “why I 

make a good friend” in conjunction with evaluator feedback as a social rejection stressor 

(Mendes et al., 2008). However, our study did not focus on social rejection and, 

therefore, did not utilize the negative feedback component of this task. It is possible that 

the task was not as stressful as it could have been without the explicit negative feedback 

to facilitate social rejection from the experimenter. 

 Some of the participants were familiar with the experimenters, which could have 

also diminished stress levels and affected self-esteem and affect. Being familiar with 

experimenters in a stress inducing experiment can decrease the levels of stress the 
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participant feels because there is much less at risk for the participant. Folkman et al. 

(1986) describes evaluating stress as a process of two steps: primary and secondary 

appraisal. In primary appraisal, an individual assesses the danger or demands a situation 

poses, while secondary appraisal consists of evaluating what can be done to overcome the 

risks or danger (Folkman et al., 1986). Given this model, familiarity with the 

experimenter giving the stressful task may decrease the levels of stress the individual 

experiences because the individual assesses that there is little risk or danger in the 

situation (primary appraisal) since the experimenter already knows the individual’s 

personality. Therefore, there is no need for secondary appraisal because there is low risk. 

In regards to our study, familiarity might have negated some of the stress of the speech 

task because the experimenter already knows why the participant makes a good friend, so 

there is no risk of reducing self-esteem or having the experimenter think less of the 

participant. 

 Since our conditions did not have significant relationships with stress, affect, or 

self-esteem, we wanted to explore whether underlying personality traits had any part in 

moderating the relationships between mindset and our dependent variables. To 

investigate this we did preliminary evaluations of our data using correlations between the 

moderators and stress, affect, and self-esteem scales across the two groups to see if these 

correlations differ for those in the abstract and concrete conditions. Most of these 

relationships were not significant, suggesting that the relationship between the 

moderators and stress, affect, and self-esteem were similar for both the abstract and 

concrete conditions. However, we did find that the relationship between subjective well-

being and self-esteem differed between the abstract and concrete conditions. We utilized 
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hierarchical regression analysis to examine whether this difference indicated a 

moderating relationship of subjective well-being with self-esteem. Participants’ scores on 

the Satisfaction With Life Scale were positively correlated with total state self-esteem 

and social state self-esteem in the concrete condition, but not in the abstract condition. 

However, the regression analysis indicated that subjective well-being did not have a 

significant moderating effect on self-esteem. This indicates that participants’ subjective 

well-being scores did not impact their self-esteem scores differently between conditions. 

 Additionally, we found that neuroticism correlated significantly with some of the 

trait scales. First, it correlated negatively with total negative affect and low arousal 

negative affect post manipulation in the abstract condition, but not in the concrete 

condition. This suggests that higher neuroticism scores are related to lower total negative 

affect in the abstract condition after the manipulation. We also found that neuroticism 

related positively to post manipulation state self-esteem in the concrete condition, but not 

the abstract condition. Neither of these results are in line with previous research on 

neuroticism, which suggests that higher neuroticism scores are related to more negative 

outcomes, such as higher stress and lower self-esteem (Bolger & Schilling, 1991; 

Gunthert et al., 1999). In addition, one of the defining features of neuroticism is an 

increase in negative affect (Gleitman, Gross & Reisberg, 2010, p.593) so it is counter-

intuitive that neuroticism was negatively correlated with negative affect in our study. 

When examining our neuroticism scale, we noted a few oddities. Primarily, the alpha 

level of the scale was very low, which may be the result of extracting our neuroticism 

measure from a larger survey rather than utilizing a neuroticism-specific scale. In 

addition, the scale was positively correlated with satisfaction with life and optimism 
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scores, which goes against what neuroticism scores should indicate. Given this data, it is 

likely that the neuroticism scale did not measure the trait we aimed for it to measure and, 

therefore, these correlations are not indicative of the relationship neuroticism has with 

level of abstraction and stress outcomes. 

Conclusions 

 Although the results of our study were mostly inconclusive with regard to the 

impact abstract and concrete mindsets have on stress, affect, and self-esteem, past 

research does support the idea that the way a person evaluates a specific event impacts 

their psychological and behavioral outcomes from that event (Bolger & Schilling, 1991; 

Gunthert et al., 1999). This evaluation is influenced by personality, but it is also likely 

influenced by that person’s environmental context and mindset. Given these past 

findings, we still expect that level of abstraction will play a role in an individual’s stress 

experience. Furthermore, personality factors, such as satisfaction with life, optimism, and 

neuroticism, could provide interesting context into how an individual’s environment and 

personality possibly affect the impact mindsets have on situational variables such as 

stress and self-esteem. 

 Future research should take into consideration the limitations of this study and 

investigate other aspects of the possible relationship between mindsets and stress further. 

First, future studies may want to try an alternative task or speech prompt that will elicit 

more stress than that of our study. In addition, there should be a filler task between the 

stressor and the stress measures in case there is a relief period influencing participants’ 

stress levels immediately after the stressor. Researchers should also include a 

manipulation check to ensure the mindset cues were effective. Another area of research 



MINDSET AND STRESS 34 

that may be interesting is how level of abstraction impacts an individual during a self-

enhancement task. Based on some of our participants’ responses of enjoying the task, it is 

possible that the prompt actually served this purpose for some of the individuals in our 

study. Future research could examine this more explicitly to see if higher levels of 

abstraction during a self-enhancement task could actually make an individual feel better 

about themselves. Finally, future research may also want to focus on longer-term studies 

that focus on how a continual manipulation of abstract and concrete mindsets might 

influence other psychological variables outside of stress, affect, and self-esteem. 
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Table 1 
 
Descriptive Statistics for Dependent Variables  
Variable  Mean SD t p df 

Self-esteem                       
 
      

 pretest 
posttest 

48.08 
48.05 

6.53 
7.35 

.03 .97 36 

Performance Self-
esteem 
 
    

pretest 
posttest 

21.95 
22.00 

2.52 
2.90 

-.15 .88 36 

Social Self-esteem   
 
               

pretest 
posttest 

26.14 
26.05 

2.07 
5.75 

.12 .91 36 

Positive Affect 
 
 

pretest 
posttest 

28.08 
21.01 

6.99 
4.94 

7.32 <.01 35 

Low Arousal Positive 
Affect 
 

pretest 
posttest 

14.41 
10.39 

3.48 
3.13 

6.97 <.01 35 

High Arousal Positive 
Affect 
 

pretest 
posttest 

13.62 
10.69 

4.60 
2.77 

4.38 <.01 35 

Negative Affect 
 
 

pretest 
posttest 

16.54 
20.30 

6.40 
4.87 

-4.05 <.01 35 

Low Arousal Negative 
Affect 
 

pretest 
posttest 

9.41 
10.00 

3.86 
3.14 

-1.05 .30 35 

High Arousal Negative 
Affect 
 

pretest 
posttest 

7.14 
10.31 

3.86 
2.46 

-5.96 <.01 35 

Perceived Stress 
 
 

pretest 
posttest 

25.08 
− 

5.00 
− 

- - - 

Event Stress pretest 
posttest 

− 
13.89 

− 
4.70 

- - - 

  



MINDSET AND STRESS 41 

Table 2 
 
Correlations between Dependent Variables 
 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Perceived Stress - 
 

      

2. State Self-Esteem (pre-stress) 
 

-.43** -      

3. Positive Affect (pre-stress) 
 

-.38* .23 -     

4. Negative Affect (pre-stress) 
 

.74** -.26 -.26 -    

5. Event Stress 
 

.41* -.20 -.26 .27 -   

6. State Self-Esteem (post-stress) 
 

-.43** .76** .33* -.32 -.55** -  

7. Positive Affect (post-stress) 
 

.02 -.10 .58** .31 -.32 .10 - 

8. Negative Affect (post-stress) 
 

.30 -.13 .42* .56** -.32 .07 .79** 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
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Table 3 
 

Descriptive Statistics for Moderating Variables 

Variable                                        Range                     Mean                     SD  

 

 

Optimism                                  12.00 - 28.00              21.49                    3.91 

Subjective well-being               15.00 - 35.00              26.19                    5.06 

Neuroticism                               6.00 -12.00                  9.11                    1.63 

   Note. N = 37 
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Table 4 
 

Correlation between Moderating Variables 
 

Variable                                                     1                         2 

1. Optimism                                              _                                
 

2. Subjective well-being                        .40*                _ 

3. Neuroticism                                       .34*              .50** 

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 


