
Implied Audience Interferes With Skill Acquisition for

Performance-Oriented Learners

Sara G. Goodman and Travis L. Seymour PhD 
University of California, Santa Cruz

Background Method

Summary Conclusions

Questions & Predictions

References & Acknowledgments

Does type of self-talk affect task performance?

First-person goals that position the learner as the active agent will lead to improved 
performance, whereas second-person goals will undermine performance.1,2

Does naïve mindset influence the effect of self-focused talk on task performance?

Individuals who hold fixed mindsets are expected to demonstrate 
poorer performance when an audience is implied. 3,4,5

Are typical task instructions adequate for motivating optimal performance?

Standard task instructions (“Do your best.”) will compromise 
performance by implying the presence of an outside observer.3

Rephrasing task instructions to emphasize a participant’s agency and
locus of control for the task should improve performance.3

Does type of self-talk affect task performance?

Somewhat. First-person self-talk leads to a marginal improvement 
in task performance when compared to second-person self-talk. 

Do participants’ naïve mindsets influence the effects of 
self-focused talk on task performance?

Yes. Individuals who believe that intelligence is fixed and are averse to failure 
demonstrate poorer performance when an audience is implied. 

Are typical task instructions adequate for motivating optimal performance?

No.  Standard task instructions (“You should try to do your best.”) leads to less 
improvement by implying the presence of external observers.

Task performance can be easily influenced by the framing of instructions.

When self-talk is encouraged continuously during a task, 
emphasizing individual agency can improve performance. 

An individual’s preexisting beliefs about intelligence, ability, and improvement 
can interact with self-focus to influence task performance.

Researchers and teachers often use “Do your best” as a default instruction, 
which may undermine performance in challenging circumstances. 

Shifting default instructions to emphasize first-person self-talk may help participants 
and students improve engagement and performance in the face of difficulty. 
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• Engaging in task-focused self-talk prior to a task leads to improved performance by 
reducing self-focused stress.1,2

o Self-focused talk reduces performance by inducing task-related anxiousness. 
o Existing research does not address the role of continuous self-talk on task 

performance.

• Self-efficacy and internal locus of control during the goal-setting process are 
associated with improved performance outcomes.3

o Goals that situate the learner in a position of agency lead to better 
performance than goals that are assigned by an outside party.

• An individual’s goal orientation, or perspectives regarding achievement, can be 
focused on self-improvement and mastery or on competition and demonstration of 
competence.4

o Learning goal orientations motivate learners to work toward mastery and 
display resilience in the face of challenge, leading to improved performance 
during difficult tasks. 

o Performance goal orientations motivate learners to demonstrate competence 
and avoid scenarios that may undermine outward displays of ability. 

• Mindsets, or beliefs about the nature of intelligence and ability, are correlated with 
goal orientations and have similar effects on task performance.5

o Growth-oriented mindsets suggest that intelligence and ability are malleable, 
leading to greater engagement and resilience in response to difficulty. 

o Fixed-oriented mindsets frame intelligence as a static trait, leading to 
disengagement and helplessness responses when learners are confronted with 
challenges.

Results

4a. Self-Talk

First-Person: “I will try…”
Emphasizes participant’s involvement

Second-Person: “You will try...”
Implies the presence of an audience

Self-Focused (“I”) Talk Marginally Improves 

Performance

Implied Audience Disadvantages 

Participants with Fixed Mindsets

Manipulating self-focus through variation in self-talk
marginally influences performance improvement,
t(242) = 1.618, p = 0.054 [one-tailed], d = 0.21.

Regardless of assigned goal framing, participants
subscribing to a fixed mindset are significantly
undermined by the implied presence of an audience,
t(85) = 1.723, p = 0.044 [one-tailed], d = 0.37.

2. Task Instructions

Land each plane on the 
corresponding runway.

Try to land each plane as 
quickly and accurately as 

possible.

1. Survey

Goal Orientation
Learning vs. 
Performance

Mindset
Fixed vs. Growth

Motivation for Learning
Locus of Control

Effort
Intrinsic Motivation
Extrinsic Motivation

3. Practice (x 3)

20 trials per block

Performance feedback 
following each block

4. Framing Assignment

Each participant assigned to 
one Self-Talk condition & one 

Goal Framing condition

Test block feedback was 
presented in the assigned 

format

4b. Goal Framing

Do Your Best: Try to do your best.

Performance: Try to perform 
better than other participants. 

Learning: Try to perform better 
than you did before.

5. Test Blocks (x 20)

Goal assigned prior to each block

Performance feedback 
following each block

6. Post-Task Survey

Goal Orientation
Learning vs. Performance

Mindset
Fixed vs. Growth

Perceived Task Performance

“Doing Your Best” Is Not Your Best

Common task instructions (e.g., “Try to do your
best”) lead to worse performance than self-focused
instructions, t(72) = 2.097, p = 0.039, d = 0.49.


