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Abstract 
How do helpers react if their offers of help have been rejected by needy others, the help has been 
accepted but not used, or the needy others seek help elsewhere? A model was advanced to capture 
how spurned helpers react (Rosen, Mickler, & Spiers, 1986). One avenue taken to assess the valid-
ity of the model is to assess if caregiving professionals react to spurning of their help in ways con-
sistent with the propositions of the model. Accordingly, we have been examining spurning of help 
by peers among schoolteachers, having explored such experiences in kindergarten and secondary 
school teachers. The present study extended our work to primary school teachers to test the 
propositions of the model through examining (a) how teachers’ self-images of competence and 
caring influenced their reactions and (b) whether spurned teachers reacted self-defensively. 732 
primary school teachers in the city of Shenzhen (China) responded to three waves of question-
naires measuring the variables under study. The results showed that the teachers experienced a 
moderate level of spurning, and coped by derogating the personal attributes of rejecting peers, 
with those having more positive self-images coping more intensely, thus supporting the validity of 
the propositions of the model. 
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1. Introduction 
1.1. Overview 
How do individuals react when their help is spurned by needy others, such as their offers of help have been re-
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jected by the needy others, the help has been accepted but then not used by the help recipients, or the needy oth-
ers seeking or have sought help elsewhere? As spurning of help is a form of interpersonal failure, are spurned 
helpers distressed and do they view themselves negatively? Do they view and relate to the rejecting others nega-
tively? A model was advanced to capture how spurned helpers react (Cheuk & Wong, 2004; Rosen, Mickler, & 
Spiers, 1986). Subsequently, two avenues have been taken to assess the validity of the model, one being labora-
tory experimentation and the other being assessing whether professional caregivers react to spurning of their 
help in ways posited by the model. Regarding the second avenue, we have been assessing the validity of the 
propositions of the model through examining how spurned schoolteachers react to spurning of their help by 
peers and factors that influence their reactions, having examined those of secondary school teachers (Cheuk, 
Wong, & Rosen, 2002) and kindergarten teachers (Cheuk, Wong, & Rosen, 2011). Continuing this line of en-
quiry, the present study extended our work to the category of primary school teachers to examine, as posited by 
the model, whether spurned teachers would react self-defensively and whether their self-images of competence 
and caring influenced their reactions to being spurned. The model and related research are described below, fol-
lowed by the aims and propositions of this study. 

1.2. Model and Related Research 
According to the model of spurned helpers’ reactions (Cheuk & Wong, 2004; Rosen et al., 1986), would-be 
helpers expect acceptance and use of their help by a needy other. Following an offer of help, however, the help 
may be spurned. Spurning of help, defined as thwarting of would-be helpers’ intention to help or thwarting of 
the use of help received by the recipient, encompasses such experiences or beliefs of the helpers as (a) rejection 
of the offers of help by the needy others; (b) the needy others accepting the help but then not using it; or (c) the 
needy others seeking help elsewhere despite helpers’ offers of help. The model posits that initially spurned hel-
pers are distressed because the spurning violates their expectancy of acceptance. At this time, spurned helpers 
try to understand why their help was spurned. If there are indications that the spurning is unrelated to what they 
have done, such as because the recipient has resolved the problem, spurned helpers will no longer be distressed. 
However, without such indications, the unfavorable implications of spurning on spurned helpers’ self-perceived 
competence and caring for others (i.e. the rejecter is questioning and belittling helpers’ competence and caring 
orientation) become salient and potent, and such implications threaten spurned helpers’ self-esteem. Spurned 
helpers then cope to protect their threatened self-esteem, such as by viewing the rejecter as too arrogant to ac-
cept or use others’ help. By blaming the rejecter for the spurning, spurned helpers can view the spurning as un-
related to them, and so can still view themselves as competent and caring. Further, spurned helpers cope in mul-
tiple ways to protect self-esteem, and that their coping is influenced by personal and situational factors. The 
model also posits that the more frequent the occurrence of spurning, the stronger the threat to spurned helpers’ 
self-esteem, because at higher levels of spurning, it is more difficult for spurned helpers to believe that the dif-
ferent incidences of spurning were unrelated to them. Rather, the negative implications from the different inci-
dences of spurning accumulate, posing stronger threat to spurned helpers’ self-esteem and motivating them to 
cope, with stronger threat inducing more intense coping. 

To assess the validity of the model, laboratory experiments were conducted (e.g. Cheuk & Rosen, 1992, 1996; 
Cheuk & Wong, 2001, 2007) in which the help offered was actually spurned or used by others. For example, in 
one experiment, college students who served as tutors in a peer tutoring study witnessed a learner (a confede-
rate) failing in two practice word-assembling tasks, then offered suggestions to help the learner do better in the 
ensuing test task. As pre-arranged, the help was accepted. Subsequently, some tutors “accidentally” discovered 
that the learner used the suggestions during the test task and some tutors found out that the learner did not use 
their suggestions. In another round of practice and test tasks, the tutors witnessed the learner failing again in two 
practice tasks, offered suggestions which were accepted, and subsequently discovered that the suggestions were 
or were not used. Through such and similar procedures, the reactions of spurned/accepted helpers were assessed, 
as were the effects of personal and situational factors. The results of these studies supported the validity of the 
key propositions of the model. 

A second avenue that has been taken to assess the validity of the model is to examine if professional caregiv-
ers react to spurning of their help in ways consistent with the propositions of the model. As such, we examined 
the extent to which secondary school teachers in Guangzhou (China) experienced spurning of help by peers and 
how they reacted (Cheuk et al., 2002). It was predicted that at a low level of spurning, the self-esteem of the 
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teachers would not be threatened, but that at a high level of spurning, the teachers would be threatened and they 
would cope self-protectively. We found that the teachers encountered a moderate level of spurning, and as pre-
dicted, among those who experienced higher levels of spurning, their self-esteem was threatened and they coped 
self-defensively by viewing rejecting peers as having negative personality attributes, such as being too arrogant 
to accept or use the help of others, seemingly to blame the rejecting peers for the spurning. Such results, coming 
from caregiving professionals working in their daily lives, support the propositions of the model regarding indi-
viduals experiencing threat to self-esteem at a high level of spurning and such individuals coping self-protectively. 
Subsequently, we extended our work to kindergarten teachers in Hong Kong, who were found to experience a 
slightly higher level of spurning than did their Guangzhou secondary school counterparts, and as predicted, were 
threatened by spurning, and coped similarly by derogating the personal attributes of rejecting peers (Cheuk et al., 
2011). 

1.3. Objectives 
The present study had three objectives. So far, we have examined the experiences with spurning of help by peers 
among kindergarten and secondary school teachers (Cheuk et al., 2002, 2011) but not among primary school 
teachers. The first objective was to assess the extent of occurrence of spurning of help by peers among primary 
school teachers in a Chinese city. We believe that the levels of spurning experienced by schoolteachers in most 
localities depend mainly on two factors. The first one is frequency of interaction among teachers and thus the 
opportunities for helping peers and consequently spurning of help. Frequency of interaction is in turn contingent 
on the operational scale of the schools and similarity of teachers’ tasks, with smaller scales of operation and 
higher similarity of teachers’ tasks promoting more frequent interaction. The second factor is teachers’ collecti-
vistic orientation (Hofstede, 1991), with higher collectivism increasing the likelihood of helping and spurning. 
Given the data we have regarding extent of spurning of help by peers experienced by Guangzhou secondary 
school teacher, we therefore chose primary school teachers in the city of Shenzhen (China) as primary schools in 
Shenzhen are broadly similar to secondary schools in Guangzhou in scale of operation, type of work teachers do, 
and collectivistic orientation of their teachers (Lai, 2015; Ministry of Education, People’s Republic of China, 
2014; Van de Vliert, Yang, Wang, & Ren, 2013; Wang & Chen, 2010). In the light of the above similarities, we 
hypothesized that primary school teachers in Shenzhen would experience a moderate level of spurning as did 
their Guangzhou secondary school counterparts. 

The second objective of the present study had to do with assessing the proposition of the model that the unfa-
vorable implications of spurning on helpers’ self-images of competence and caring threaten spurned helpers’ 
self-esteem and such threat motivates spurned helpers to cope. In other words, this proposition indicates that 
helpers’ self-images of competence and caring can affect how threatened they become following spurning of 
their help by others and how they then react. 

To test the notion that helpers’ self-images of competence and caring affect how threatened they become fol-
lowing spurning of their help by others and how they then react, a laboratory experiment has been conducted 
(Rosen et al., 1996). In the experiment, to understand the effects of individual differences, would-be helpers 
were differentiated into those high on competence and caring (high competence-high caring), those high on 
competence but low on caring (high competence-low caring), those low on competence but high on caring (low 
competence-high caring), and those low on competence and caring (low competence-low caring). It was reasoned 
that under a low level of spurning of help by others, the self-esteem of the four groups would not be threatened 
by spurning as they would be trying to understand why their help was spurned. However, under a high level of 
spurning of help, the high competence-high caring group would be strongly threatened and would be more 
threatened than would the high competence-low caring and the low competence-high caring groups, because to 
the first group, more significant aspects of their self-concepts would be questioned. Further, the high compe-
tence-low caring and the low competence-high caring groups would be moderately threatened and would be 
more threatened than the low competent-low caring group, because, for the first two groups, a significant aspect 
of their self-concepts would be challenged (see Table 1). The results of the experiment supported our reasoning. 

In the light of the above laboratory evidence regarding the effects of self-perceived competence and caring, 
the self-images of competence and caring of Shenzhen primary school teachers should influence how threatened 
they become following spurning of their help by peers and how they then react. The second objective of the 
present study was to assess this. The results would shed further light on the validity of the above proposition of 
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the model through the reactions of schoolteachers behaving in the daily work setting. In the present study, to 
understand the effects of individual differences for identifying teachers who would benefit from training regard-
ing spurning and to follow what was done in our laboratory experiment in classifying spurned helpers (Rosen et 
al., 1996), we differentiated Shenzhen primary school teachers into the same four groups: high competence-high 
caring, high competence-low caring, low competence-high caring, and low competence-low caring. Following 
the reasoning adopted and results obtained in our laboratory experiment regarding the magnitudes of threat ex-
perienced by the four groups of spurned helpers (Rosen et al., 1996), we posited that under a low level of spurn-
ing of help by peers, the four groups of Shenzhen primary school teachers would not be threatened; but under a 
high level of spurning, the high competence-high caring group would be strongly threatened and would be more 
threatened than would the high competence-low caring and low competence-high caring groups; and these two 
groups would be moderately threatened and would be more threatened than would the low competence-low car-
ing group (Table 2). 

The model posits that the threat experienced motivates spurned helpers to cope self-protectively (Rosen et al., 
1986). To assess the validity of this proposition, the third objective of the present study was to examine if 
spurned Shenzhen primary school teachers would react to being spurned self-protectively. Our laboratory expe-
riments have identified various self-protective coping means exhibited by spurned helpers (e.g. Cheuk & Wong, 
2007). Thus far, our studies of schoolteachers (Cheuk et al., 2002, 2011) have focused on just one of such means 
of coping—viewing the rejecting peers as having negative personality attributes, doing so because this means of 
coping was adopted consistently by spurned helpers across our laboratory experiments. The present study would 
assess whether spurned Shenzhen primary school teachers would also adopt the other self-protective means of 
coping identified in our laboratory experiments. From the array of self-protective means of coping identified in 
our laboratory, we chose those that were relevant to the school setting, and these were (a) perceiving the rejecter 
as unsociable and (b) perceiving the rejecter as incompetent (Rosen et al., 1996). These two means of coping 
would be assessed in the present study, along with coping through perceiving rejecting peers as having negative 
personality attributes. We would also include a non-self-protective means of coping for comparison. 

1.4. Hypotheses Regarding How Shenzhen Primary School Teachers Would Cope 
One way to cope self-protectively is to view rejecting peers as having a high magnitude of negative personality 
attributes. Based on the magnitudes of threat posited to be experienced by the four groups of teachers under a 
low or high level of spurning (see Table 2) and the proposition of stronger threat inducing more intense coping, 
we hypothesized that under a low level of spurning, the four groups of teachers would not view rejecting peers 
as having high magnitudes of negative personality attributes; however, under a high level of spurning, (a) the 
high competence-high caring group would view rejecting peers as having a high magnitude of negative personality 
attributes with the magnitude being higher than those perceived by the low competence-high caring group and 
 

Table 1. Hypothesized magnitudes of threat to self-esteem resulting from helpers’ self-perceived competence 
and caring under a high level of help spurning. 

  Competence 

  High Low 

Caring High High Moderate 

 Low Moderate Low 

 
Table 2. Proposed magnitudes of threat to self-esteem resulting from teachers’ self-perceived competence 
and caring under a high level of help spurning. 

  Competence 

  High Low 

Caring High High Moderate 

 Low Moderate Low 
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the high competence-low caring group; and (b) the low competence-high caring group and the high compe-
tence-low caring group would view rejecting peers as having a moderate magnitude of negative personality 
attributes with the magnitude being higher than that perceived by the low competence-low caring group (see 
Table 3). 

As spurned helpers cope in multiple ways to maximize the likelihood of protecting threatened self-esteem 
(Rosen et al., 1986), a second way to cope self-protectively is to view rejecting peers as incompetent. By view-
ing rejecting peers as incompetent and it is their incompetence that caused the spurning, such as their inabilities 
to realize the importance of accepting and using others’ help, spurned teachers can believe that the spurning was 
unrelated to them and therefore can still view themselves as competent and caring. Based on the magnitudes of 
threat posited to be experienced by the four groups under a low or high level of spurning (see Table 2) and the 
proposition of stronger threat inducing more intense coping, the same pattern of coping as that of coping through 
derogating the personality attributes of rejecting peers was hypothesized: Under a low level of spurning, the four 
groups of teachers would view rejecting peers as low on incompetence; however, under a high level of spurning, 
the high competence-high caring group would view rejecting peers as higher on incompetence than would the 
low competence-high caring group and the high competence-low caring group; and these two groups would 
view rejecting peers as higher on incompetence than would the low competence-low caring group. 

A third way to cope self-protectively is to view rejecting peers as unsociable. By viewing rejecting peers as 
unsociable and it is their unsociability that caused the spurning, such as their inabilities to understand the pro-
priety of accepting help, spurned teachers can view the spurning as unrelated to them and therefore can still con-
sider themselves as competent and caring. For this means of coping, the same pattern of coping as those of the 
previous two means of coping was hypothesized: Under a low level of spurning, the four groups of teachers 
would view rejecting peers as low on unsociability; however, under a high level of spurning, the high compe-
tence-high caring group would view rejecting peers as higher on unsociability than would the low compe-
tence-high caring group and the high competence-low caring group; and these two groups would view rejecting 
peers as higher on unsociability than would the low competence-low caring group. 

If the proposition of the model regarding spurned helpers coping self-protectively is valid, then spurned 
Shenzhen primary school teachers would not blame themselves for the spurning. It was therefore hypothesized 
that Shenzhen primary school teachers would not blame themselves for the spurning under a low or high level of 
spurning. 

2. Method 
2.1. Participants and Procedure 
In January 2015, 830 teachers from primary schools in different parts of Shenzhen were invited to participate in 
this study about their relationships with their peers by responding to three sets of questionnaires, all in Chinese. 
The first set, administered in January 2015, assessed participants’ self-perceived competence and caring. The 
second one, administered four months afterward (May 2015), assessed participants’ experiences of spurning of 
their help by peers in the previous months. The third set, administered two month afterward (July 2015), as-
sessed teachers’ reactions to being spurned. Informed consent regarding the study was obtained from the partic-
ipants before they responded to the first set of questionnaire. After responding to the third set of questionnaire, 
the participants were debriefed regarding the variables studied and how the variables related to one another. 

808 teachers returned the questionnaire in January 2015. Of these, 767 responded in May 2015. Of the 767 
respondents, 732 returned their questionnaires in July 2015. The analyses were based on the responses of the 
732 participants, most of whom were female (Male: 41%; female: 59%), fairly young (mean age = 33.34, SD = 
 

Table 3. Hypothesized magnitudes of negative personality attributes of rejecting peers resulting from teach-
ers’ self-perceived competence and caring under a high level of help spurning. 

  Competence 

  High Low 

Caring High High Moderate 

 Low Moderate Low 
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8.89) and fairly experienced (mean years of working experience = 7.56, SD = 14.43). We could not recruit a 
representative sample due to difficulties in getting a comprehensive listing of the number and characteristics of 
primary schools in Shenzhen and characteristics of teachers. 

2.2. Measures 
Self-image. Self-image was assessed by a 10-item measure developed by Rosen et al., (1996), with evidence for 
its validity and reliability. All items were on an 11-point scale (1: applies very little to me; 11: applies very 
much to me). Five items assessed competence (e.g., capable). As the alpha value of the five items was accepta-
ble (0.74), a composite was constructed by averaging the five items, with higher scores signifying higher com-
petence. In the absence of a norm of self-conception of competence of Shenzhen primary school teachers, the 
mid-point of the scale of competence was used to differentiate participants into those high or low on competence. 
The other five items assessed a caring orientation (e.g., empathic). The alpha value of these five items was 0.78 
and a composite was formed by averaging the five items, with higher scores indicating higher caring. Without a 
norm of self-conception of caring of Shenzhen primary school teachers, the mid-point of the scale of caring was 
used to differentiate participants into those high or low on caring. 

Spurning of help by peers. This variable was assessed by a 12-item measure developed by Cheuk et al. (2002) 
with evidence for its reliability and validity. The participants rated the extent to which peer teachers spurned 
their help on a scale from (1) “applies very little to me” to (11) “applies very much to me” (e.g., “Peer teachers 
turned down my offers of help”). As the alpha value of the items was acceptable (0.80), a composite was con-
structed by averaging the twelve items. The mean (4.92) was used to differentiate participants into those who 
experienced a high or a low level of spurning. 

Negative personality attributes of rejecting peers. This variable was assessed by a six-item measure devel-
oped by Rosen et al. (1996) with evidence for its reliability and validity. Using an 11-point scale (1: not at all; 
11: extremely), participants rated their rejecting peers on six attributes (e.g. arrogant). As the alpha value was 
acceptable (0.74), a composite was formed by averaging the six items, with higher scores indicating higher 
magnitudes of negative personality attributes (mean = 4.43, SD = 8.54). 

Work incompetence of rejecting peers. This was assessed by a six-item measure developed by Rosen et al. 
(1996) with evidence for its reliability and validity. On an 11-point scale (1: not at all; 11: extremely), partici-
pants rated six work-related abilities of rejecting peers (e.g. “incapable of guiding students well”). The alpha 
value of the six items was 0.76. A composite was formed by averaging the six items, with higher scores indicat-
ing higher work incompetence (mean = 3.13, SD = 5.67). 

Unsociability of rejecting peers. This was assessed by a six-item measure developed by Rosen et al. (1996) 
with evidence for its reliability and validity. The participants rated the unsociability (e.g. “not knowing and res-
pecting others’ views”) of rejecting peers on an 11-point scale (1: not at all; 11: extremely). The alpha value of 
the items was 0.81. A composite was formed by averaging the items, with higher scores indicating higher unso-
ciability (Mean = 4.77, SD = 7.67). 

Regarding oneself as the cause of spurning. This variable was assessed by a 6-item measure developed for 
this study. On a scale from (1) “applies very little to me” to (11) “applies very much to me” (e.g., “Peer teachers 
did not use my help due to its ineffectiveness”), the participants rated the extent to which peer teachers spurned 
their help due to what the participants did. As the alpha value of the items was acceptable (0.73), a composite 
was constructed by averaging the six items with higher scores indicating stronger attribution of the cause of 
spurning to oneself (Mean = 3.15, SD = 6.54). 

3. Results 
3.1. Extent of Spurning 
The extent of spurning of help by peers experienced by Shenzhen primary school teachers (mean = 4.92) was 
similar to that of Guangzhou secondary school teachers (t = 2.35, p > .05), supporting our hypothesis. 

3.2. Effects of Self-Image and Spurning of Help on Coping 
As perceived negative personality attributes and perceived unsociability of rejecting peers were correlated (r 
= .19, p > .05), a MANOVA (Multivariate Analysis of Variance) was conducted, with spurning (high vs. low), 
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competence (high vs. low) and caring (high vs. low) as the independent variables and the four means of coping 
as the dependent variables. The three-way interaction was significant, F = 13.89, p < .05. As such, independent 
ANOVA (Analysis of Variance) was conducted for each means of coping. MANOVA and ANOVA were con-
ducted because the independent variables were dichotomous while the dependent variables were continuous. 

A three-way ANOVA was conducted with spurning of help by peers (high vs. low), competence (high vs. low) 
and caring (high vs. low) and as the independent variables, and perceived negative personality attributes of re-
jecting peers as the dependent variable. The main effects were not reported here as they were not relevant to 
testing the hypothesis set. The three-way interaction was significant, F(2, 714) = 12.78, p < .05. The three-way 
interaction was decomposed into two two-way interactions according to levels of spurning. The two-way inte-
raction under a low level of spurning was not significant, F(1, 708) = 2.87, p > .05, with the four groups viewing 
rejecting peers as having low magnitudes of negative personality attributes (the means were 3.07, 3.11, 3.24 and 
3.34). The two-way interaction under a high level of spurning was significant, F(1, 698) = 14.21, p < .05. Sub-
sequent pair-wise comparisons showed that the high competence-high caring group viewed rejecting peers as 
having higher magnitudes of negative personality attributes (mean = 6.59) than did the low competence-high 
caring group (mean = 5.48, p < .05) and the high competence-low caring group (mean = 5.58, p < .05); and these 
two groups viewed rejecting peers as having higher magnitudes of negative attributes than did the low compe-
tence-low caring group (mean = 4.26, both ps < .05) (Table 4). The results supported our hypothesis. 

A three-way ANOVA was conducted with the same three independent variables, and perceived incompetence 
of rejecting peers as the dependent variable. The three-way interaction was not significant, (2, 718) = 4.01, 
p > .05. The four groups of teachers viewed rejecting peers as low on incompetence under a low level of spurn-
ing (means were 2.75, 2.97, 3.06 and 3.15) or under a high level of spurning (means were 2.89, 3.07, 3.13 and 
3.21). The results did not support our hypothesis. 

A three-way ANOVA with the same three independent variables and perceived unsociability of rejecting 
peers as the dependent variable was conducted. The three-way interaction was significant, F(2, 722) = 15.12, 
p < .05. The three-way interaction was decomposed into two two-way interactions based on the two levels of 
spurning. Under a low level of spurning, the two-way interaction of competence and caring was not significant, 
F(1, 708) = 2.87, p > .05, with the four groups viewing rejecting peers as low on unsociability (means were 3.42, 
3.52, 3.59 and 3.44). 

Under a high level of spurning, the two-way interaction of competence and caring was significant, F(1, 714) = 
13.87, p < .05. Subsequent pair-wise comparisons showed that the high competence-high caring group viewed 
rejecting peers as higher on unsociability (mean = 6.94) than did the low competence-high caring group (mean = 
5.78, p < .05) and the high competence-low caring group (mean = 5.93, p < .05); and these two groups viewed 
rejecting peers as higher on unsociability than did the low competence-low caring group (mean = 4.63, both 
ps < .05) (see Table 5). The results supported our hypothesis.  

A three-way ANOVA was conducted with the same three independent variables, and perceiving oneself as the 
 

Table 4. Perceived magnitude of negative personality attributes of rejecting peers resulting from teachers’ 
self-perceived competence and caring under a high level of help spurning. 

  Competence 

  High Low 

Caring High 6.59 5.48 

 Low 5.58 4.26 

 
Table 5. Perceived magnitudes of unsociability of rejecting peers resulting from teachers’ self-perceived 
competence and caring under a high level of spurning of help. 

  Competence 

  High Low 

Caring High 6.94 5.78 

 Low 5.93 4.63 
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cause of spurning as the dependent variable. The three-way interaction was not significant, (2, 709) = 3.45, 
p > .05. The four groups of teachers did not view the self as the cause of spurning under a low level of spurning 
(means: 2.34, 2.56, 2.67 and 3.01) or a high level of spurning (means: 2.35, 2.67, 2.76 and 3.09). 

4. Discussion 
4.1. Extent of Spurning 
Consistent with our prediction, Shenzhen primary school teachers, similar to their Guangzhou secondary school 
counterparts (Cheuk et al., 2002), experience a moderate level of spurning of help by peers. The levels of spurn-
ing encountered by Shenzhen primary school teachers and Guangzhou secondary school teachers, along with 
those experienced by Hong Kong kindergarten teachers (Cheuk et al., 2011), show the prevalence of spurning of 
help by peers among schoolteachers. 

4.2. Influences of Individuals’ Self-Images of Competence and Caring 
The results revealed that (a) teachers high on both competence and caring coped through stronger derogation of 
the personality attributes and sociability of rejecting peers than did those high on either competence or caring, 
and (b) those high on either competence or caring coped more strongly than did those low on competence and 
caring. Such results show that individuals’ self-images of competence and caring affect how threatened they 
become following spurning of their help by others and how they then react, thus lending support to the validity 
of the proposition of the model regarding the role of self-images of competence and caring. 

The effect of self-image—higher positivity of self-image associating with stronger threat to self-esteem— 
suggests that positivity of self-images of spurned teachers does not buffer them from the negative effects of 
spurning of help. If positivity of self-image had served as a protective buffer, the spurned teachers who were 
high on both competence and caring, or those high on one of those two elements, would have been less threat-
ened than would those who were low on competence and caring. Our results showed the otherwise. Research 
showed that individuals’ high self-esteem acts as a buffer protecting the individuals from the adverse effects of 
task failures. For instance, compared with individuals with low self-esteem, those with high self-esteem can 
maintain more positive self-evaluation following failure (Heimpel, Elliot, & Wood, 2006), and hold higher ex-
pectations of future task success (Brockner, Derr, & Laing, 1987). Individuals with high self-esteem are more 
able to face failures because they have histories of task successes and positive self-views (DiPaula, Campbell, & 
Diener, 2002). Spurned teachers with self-images of competence and caring should also have histories of task 
successes and positive self-views, but why their positive self-images do not buffer them from the negative ef-
fects of spurning awaits future investigation. 

While much has been done on how teachers’ self-esteem influences their reactions to successes and failures 
(e.g. Christou, Phillipou, & Menon, 2001), only some attention has been paid to teachers’ self-images and these 
studies investigated teachers’ self-images as a dependent variable (e.g. Grigorovskaya, 2000). No research has 
yet been done on how teachers’ self-images of competence and caring influence their reactions to successes and 
failures on school tasks. Given the influences of self-image of competence and caring demonstrated in the 
present study and competence and caring being core elements of teachers’ self-concepts (Zlatkovic, Stojiljkovic, 
Djigic, & Todorovic, 2012), it is worth examining how teachers’ self-images influence their reactions to suc-
cesses and failures on school tasks, such as their reactions to negative evaluations of their teaching performance 
by students. 

4.3. Teachers’ Coping 
That Shenzhen primary school teachers cope with spurning self-protectively through disparaging the personality 
of rejecting peers replicates what Hong Kong kindergarten teachers, and Guangzhou secondary school teachers 
do, suggesting that this means of coping is commonly adopted by schoolteachers. That Shenzhen primary school 
teachers also cope self-protectively through viewing rejecting peers as unsociable broadens our understanding of 
how schoolteachers cope. The teachers’ adoption of those two means of coping, but not the means of blaming 
themselves for the spurning, lends support to the validity of the proposition of the model regarding spurned hel-
pers’ coping self-defensively. 

Coping through disparaging the personality attributes and sociability of rejecting peers, we believe, are means 
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adopted to protect threatened self-esteem. By believing that the spurning was caused not by the effectiveness of 
the help they offered or the way they offered help, but by peers’ negative personal attributes, spurned kindergar-
ten teachers can still view themselves as competent and caring. However, alongside this benefit, such coping 
appears to have two possible negative consequences. First, the spurning might have been due to the personal 
attributes of the rejecting peers, but it might also have been due to other reasons such as the rejecting peers con-
sidering the help not useful or the way the help was offered too intrusive. Assume that the help was spurned be-
cause the rejecting peers found the help not useful. But, believing that spurning is due to the personal attributes 
of the rejecting peers, spurned teachers are unlikely to explore other possible causes of the spurning. Thus, cop-
ing through derogating rejecting peers’ personal attributes may hinder spurned teachers from understanding the 
real cause of the spurning. 

Second, spurned teachers’ beliefs about the negative attributes of rejecting peers are means to explain spurn-
ing to protect their self-esteem, instead of outcomes of systematic observations of rejecting peers’ behavior. As 
such, the attributes that rejecting peers are believed to possess are unlikely to be those actually possessed by the 
rejecting peers. But, believing that rejecting peers possess negative personal attributes, spurned teachers are un-
likely to explore further regarding what attributes such peers may have. Further, research showed that individu-
als are less willing to befriend those they perceive to have more negative attributes (Grayling, 2013). Research 
also showed that friendships carry various positive functions, such as validation of one’s values (Long, 2012). 
Coping through derogating the personal attributes of rejecting peers therefore might lead not just to mispercep-
tion of rejecting peers, but also decreased willingness to befriend those peers and lowered likelihood of expe-
riencing the positive functions of friendships. 

Contrary to our prediction, spurned teachers did not cope through devaluing the work competence of rejecting 
peers. One possible explanation is that rejecting peers’ act of rejection implies that they are capable of dealing 
successfully with the problem on their own, and such an implication deters the spurned teachers from derogating 
their peers’ competence. That spurned teachers not coping through derogating the competence of rejecting peers 
is inconsistent with our laboratory findings. The inconsistence is perhaps due to differences in the information 
about the rejecters. In the laboratory, spurned helpers could see the learner’s performance on just the experi-
mental task, whereas in the school setting, spurned teachers could see peers’ performance on a variety of school 
tasks, including those that rejecting peers performed well, and such knowledge influenced their judgment of 
peers’ competence. 

5. Conclusion 
Through the threat to self-esteem experienced by primary school teachers following spurning of their help by 
peers and how spurned teachers reacted, the validity of the propositions of the model regarding (a) the negative 
implications of spurning on helpers’ self-images of competence and caring threatening helpers’ self-esteem and 
(b) spurned helpers coping self-defensively was further established. While the variables in the present study 
were measured at different points in time, a full cross-lagged panel design should be used in future research to 
ascertain the posited causal relationships. 
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