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The impact of self-control and grit strategies on school-age children with externalizing problems: The 
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The purpose of this study is to review whether mental contrasting (MC) can increase self-control in children with externalizing 
behavior. MC strategies have been shown to potentiate strength of self-regulation and grit (goal pursuit). Children with 

externalized problems struggle with setting and striving for goals, mostly goals that require self-discipline. One of the reasons 
behind this struggle is their lack of effortful control. New literature on positive psychology has begun to explore the use of 
signature strengths, which are the strengths that individuals believe to be most central to who they are, and are associated 
with well-being and less psychological distress. Grit and self-control, two of these strengths, are associated with low levels of 
effortful control. Thus, interventions that might improve these strengths can also improve children’s behavior. Self-control is 
the capacity to regulate attention, emotion and behavior. Grit entails goals and working assiduously towards those goals with 
perseverance. Research indicates that self-control and goal commitment are enhanced by MC, a strategy that involves the 
elaboration of a desired goal with the relevant obstacles of the present reality. It also includes the implementation intentions 
that elaborate on the action one will take to achieve the goal. In other words, in MC, the fantasies of a desired outcome are 
first elaborated, and the negative reality is framed as “standing in the way” of realizing the desired future. The results suggest 
that MC can be an effective self-regulation and goal-pursuit strategy for school-age children with externalizing behavior. In 
addition, MC strategies can be used to promote self-control and grit and prevent the development of externalizing behavior. 
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