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Abstract  
 

Learned helplessness and self-handicapping are described as ineffective strategies in the course of 
self-regulation and in relation to academic and overall performance. At the same time positive 
psychology focusses on the multiple benefits of well-being and flourishing for the optimal development 
in long-term. Numerous evidence-based examples for promotion of mindful mindset report positive 
effects on flourishing. The direct and indirect effects of learned helplessness and self-handicapping on 
flourishing, and the mediating role of mindfulness are measured in a convenient sample of 225 pre-
service and in-service teachers. Results confirm that learned helplessness and self-handicapping are 
negatively related to flourishing and mindfulness. Mindfulness has full mediating effect for the relation 
of learned helplessness and flourishing and partial mediating effect for the relation of self-
handicapping and flourishing. These effects are considered pathways to learning how to flourish. In 
situations of insecurity, unpredictability, and perceived lack of control that usually provoke learned 
helplessness and self-handicapping promotion of mindful mindset and proactive attitude can foster 
flourishing. Flourishing on its turn underlies better performance of teachers and students in long-term. 
This suggests possible strategies for integration and implementation of mindfulness in educational 
setting. 
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1. Introduction  
 
Learned helplessness is defined as passive behaviour and inability to learn when exposed to 
situations and events, perceived as stressful, uncontrollable and inevitable [1]. There are three types 
of deficiencies related to learned helplessness. The first is the cessation of attempts to avoid the 
unwanted stimulus, the motivational deficit. The second is not learning from the experience of 
reaching a positive decision due to the inability to recognize that control is possible, the cognitive 
deficit. The third is defined as emotional deficit [1], [2]. Research confirm that lack of control leads to 
motivational, cognitive and emotional reactions [3], [4], [5]. In educational setting students with learned 
helplessness feel discouraged and usually prefer to give up [6]. Learned helplessness has been 
studied in relation to students' motivation and achievement, and in relation to the role of teachers who 
can reduce learned helplessness [7]. Teachers' role has been demonstrated as reducing the overall 
anxiety and preventing learned helplessness among students, or teachers are viewed as positive 
motivators [8].  
Self-handicapping describes the process of actively defending self-esteem in the event of perceived 
potential danger. Behavioural responses cover a wide range, including test anxiety [9], occurrence of 
physical symptoms such as illness [10], search for real or imaginary causes, explanation of facts and 
events [11], [12]. All they are aimed at the common motive of self-defence and self-presentation [13].  
There are two forms of self-handicapping, behavioural and verbal. Behavioural self-handicapping are 
real actions that interfere with good performance, and passive behaviour is expressed in non-exertion 
or little effort to complete the task [11]. Self-declared obstacles have a defensive function - to protect 
self-esteem by shifting attention to the barrier [14], however in the long run this is reported to have a 
negative impact on well-being [15]. Self-handicapping is associated with depression, low self-esteem, 
strong orientation towards others, perfectionism, social anxiety, poor academic performance, and 
deteriorating relationships with others [16]. A meta-analysis of research on self-handicapping as a 
commonly used strategy to regulate threat to self-esteem in academic settings outline multiple 
antecedents that have a place and highlights that educational interventions to enhance academic 
achievement have to consider prevention of self-handicapping [17], [18]. Self-handicapping is broadly 
studied in relation to personal motivation and self-esteem in academic context [19]. Concerning 



 

practical implications is discussed like for the learned helplessness that teachers can help students 
identify the factors they have control over and reduce the tendency to self-handicapping [17], [20]. 
Flourishing is the optimal level of perceived well-being. Seligman’s model for human flourishing is 
based on his idea of authentic happiness [21]. Individuals are at their happiest (i.e. flourishing) when 
they are high on PERMA - the acronym for flourishing components - positive emotions, engagement, 
positive relationships, meaning and accomplishments [22]. To flourish means to experience self-
fulfilment and positive emotions, accomplish meaningful goals, be engaged, and have good 
connections with others. It reflects both the result, but also the continuous engagement in authentic 
behaviours. Flourishing is not fixed, but something that can be learnt and pursued and the most 
effective way is through interventions, aimed at flourishing, that can be fostered at an early stage in 
the individuals’ development [22]. Flourishing in education becomes important at the background of 
the negative tendencies of burnout, mobbing and stress among educators, especially during the 
pandemic. Within the framework of positive psychology, the idea is promotion and learning how to 
flourish, which concerns both teachers and students. Education for flourishing and flourishing in 
education is discussed [23] and attention given to the factors that contribute to teachers flourishing 
[24]. 
The broadest definition of mindfulness is active awareness at all times. Some definitions are active 
awareness of current reality, conscious directed control [25]; cognitive process of creating new 
categories, openness to new information and awareness of the existence of more than one 
perspective [26]. The focus is on the present moment, the awareness of partial self-control and taking 
responsibility for one's own decisions and learning to tolerate anxiety (and a direct attitude towards 
maintaining mental well-being [27]. In most definitions mindfulness is considered a combination of 
awareness and acceptance - without sinking into the process of rumination, but being focused on the 
present, the invaluable, purposefully focused attention, experience and search and freedom from 
conditioning. This is everyday behaviour, but in order to become an attitude, it must be mastered. 
Mindfulness, as well as flourishing, can be learned - in a formal and informal way. There are a lot of 
forms of mindfulness practicing and trainings, all of which outline positive outcomes. Especially during 
the last decade a lot of recommendations are given for practicing mindfulness in educational setting 
[28]. Mindfulness in schools is increasingly popular, and programmes, interventions, and 
accompanying research on mindfulness in schools are increasing exponentially [29] and positive 
outcomes largely discussed [30]. 

 
2. Research Design 
 
The objective of this study is to trace the relations of learned helplessness and self-handicapping to 
flourishing and mindfulness. We have three hypotheses: H1. Learned helplessness and self-
handicapping as protective, ineffective coping strategies, will be related to lower flourishing and 
mindful mindset; H2: Mindfulness will promote flourishing; and H3: Mindfulness can mediate the 
effects of learned helplessness and self-handicapping on flourishing (fig. 1). 
 

   
 
 

  
  
 
 
  

  
 

  
  
  
  

  
Figure 1. Model of the study 

  
2.2. Sample  
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The convenient sample comprises 225 pre-service and in-service teachers. The participants were 
volunteers and did not receive any reward or credit for taking part in the study and have given their 
informed consent to participate in the study. 13% were man, 82% women and 5% indicated that they 
did not want to answer. The age range of the participants is: 39% at the age of 20-25, 17% at the age 
of 25-35, 21% at the age of 35-45, 17% at the age of 45-55, and 6% over the age of 55.   
 
2.3. Scales 
We have included 4 scales for the study, all having 5-point Likert response scale: 1) The Flourishing 
Scale [31] with α = .839; 2) Cognitive and Affective Mindfulness Scale – Revised (CAMS-R) [32] with α 
= .579; 3) Learned helplessness scale [33] with α = .901; and 4) Self-handicapping scale [34] with α = 
.749. 
 
2.4. Data Analysis 
Data processing was performed using SPSS 25 with Process 3.2. Analyses include descriptive and 
correlational analysis, reliability analysis, regression, and mediation analysis. 

  
3. Results  
 
Descriptive statistics and partial correlations with control on individual variables are presented in Table 
1. Variance is low to moderate. Learned helplessness and self-handicapping have means below and 
mindfulness and flourishing above the theoretical mean of the scale. Mindfulness and flourishing have 
positive correlations, as well as learned helplessness and self-handicapping. Learned helplessness 
and self-handicapping have negative correlations with mindfulness and flourishing. 
 

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations (p < .001) 
 

 Min Max Mean SD 

Variance Self-

handicapping 

Mindfulness Flourishing 

Learned helplessness 1.00 3.95 2.17 .56 .313 .646 -.470 -.536 

Self-handicapping  1.72 4.04 2.82 .39 .153  -.308 -.345 

Mindfulness 2.20 4.70 3.74 .46 .213   .546 

Flourishing 2.63 5.00 4.00 .52 .268    

 

  
The full mediating effect of mindfulness for the relation of learned helplessness and flourishing and 
partial mediating effect for the relation of self-handicapping and flourishing is confirmed by 4 steps 
hierarchical regression [35].  
The first regression analysis reveals that learned helplessness and self-handicapping have a 
significant effect on flourishing - learned helplessness: (R2 = .298, F = 49.177; p <.01; β = -.546, t = -
7.013, p <.01), and self-handicapping (R2 = .132, F = 18.282; p <.01; β = -.374, t = -4.339, p <.01). 
The second regression analysis confirmed that the learned helplessness and self-handicapping 
significantly predict the mediator mindfulness. Learned helplessness predicts mindfulness (R2 = .229), 
F = 35.705; p <.01; β = -.485, t = -5.975, p <.01). Self-handicapping is also a significant predictor of 
mindfulness (R2 = .107, F = 15.092; p <.01; β = -.339, t = -3.885, p <.01).  
The third regression analysis confirmed the effect of mindfulness on flourishing (R2 = .327, F = 
56.441; p <. 01; β = 572, t = 7.513, p <.01). The results in table 2 outline the hierarchical regression 
analyses, describing the expected mediating effect of mindfulness for the relation of learned 
helplessness and flourishing and for the relation of self-handicapping and flourishing.  
 

Table 2. Mediating effect of mindfulness for the relation of learned helplessness and flourishing and for 
the relation of self-handicapping and flourishing 

Model 
stand. 
Beta t value sig. 

95.0% CI for B Adjusted 
R Square 

F value and sig. 

LLCI ULCI 

Learned helplessness      
  

Step 1        

(Constant)  31.582 .000 4.351 5.536 .292 49.177 p < .01 

learned helplessness  -.546 -7.013 .000 -.620 -.169   

Step 2      .472 53.199; p < .01 



 

(Constant)  2.716 .008     

learned helplessness  -.093 -1.158 .250 -.620 -.169   

mindfulness .228 3.189 .002 .389 .741   

Self-handicapping        

Step 1        

(Constant)  16.625 .000 4.751 6.036 .132 18.828; p < .01 

self-handicapping  -.374 -4.339 .000 -.475 -.061   

Step 2      .410 41.689; p <.01  

self-handicapping -.203 -2.566 .012 -.475 -.061   

mindfulness .503 6.364 .000 .389 .741   

 
The first hierarchical analysis reveals that in step 1 the learned helplessness significantly predicts 
flourishing. The effect becomes insignificant with the inclusion of mindfulness (step 2). The full 
mediating effect is accounted for the relationship between learned helplessness and flourishing (z = 
3.50, p <.01).  With regard to self-handicapping, it retains its independent effect after adding 
mindfulness, however the effect decreases. The conducted analyses show that the effect of self-
handicapping on flourishing is partially mediated by mindfulness. 

  
4. Discussion 
 
All three hypotheses were confirmed: Learned helplessness and self-handicapping predict lower 
perceived flourishing and mindful mindset. Mindfulness on its hand promotes flourishing and has effect 
on learned helplessness and self-handicapping. The effect of learned helplessness on flourishing is 
fully mediated and of self-handicapping on flourishing – partially mediated by mindfulness. The 
perceived and generalized lack of control and anxiety about the unknown provoke learned 
helplessness and, respectively, self-handicapping and the related negative outcomes. This gives 
grounds to make a possible assumption about the role of mindful mindset, leading to more adaptive 
coping and higher flourishing. 
Despite the limitations of this study – in particular the small sample, comprising only teachers, and the 
low learned helplessness and self-handicapping for the respondents, we consider the results give 
some important highlights for school setting. Mindful mindset and flourishing are important both for 
teachers and students and the outlined pathway of promoting flourishing and reducing learned 
helplessness and self-handicapping by the means of fostering mindfulness has practical implications. 
The confirmed effect of mindfulness programmes and interventions [27], [28], [30] and the accounted 
role of teachers [7], [8], [17], [20] for prevention of ineffective give raise to a wide range of 
interventions that can be implemented. 
They can be equally beneficial for students and teachers and promote personal proactive attitude, 
performance and well-being in long-term. Well-being of teachers is crucial for their interaction and 
support of students. Furthermore, the accounted role of teachers for positive self-regulation and self-
performance modelling by prevention of learned helplessness and self-handicapping [22], [24] is an 
important line of consideration. 
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