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This study aims to examine the mediating role of Crabs in the Barrel 

Syndrome in the relationship between teachers' competitive attitudes and 

trust in co-workers. The sample of the study consists of 464 teachers 

selected using the convenience sampling method. The Teacher 

Competitiveness Scale, Trust in Co-workers Scale, Crabs in a Bucket at 

Schools Scale, and Semi-structured Interview Form were used as data 

collection tools. The associations among the variables were examined 

through Pearson correlation and regression analyses conducted via the 

Process Macro. Mediation was examined using the bootstrap method in 

the regression analysis. The results indicated that teachers’ competitive 

attitudes significantly predict their trust in co-workers. In addition, Crabs 

in the Barrel Syndrome had a full mediating role in the relationship 

between teachers' competitive attitudes and trust in co-workers. Content 

analysis of the interviews also revealed three themes: "the motivations 

and reasons for teachers' competitive attitudes," "the effects of 

competitive attitudes on their relationships with colleagues," and "the role 

of the crabs in the barrel syndrome in the effect of competitive attitudes 

on trust in co-workers." The qualitative findings supported the 

quantitative findings. Recommendations were made to prevent teachers' 

competitive attitudes and perceptions of the crabs in the barrel syndrome 

from affecting their trust in co-workers. 
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Introduction 

Trust, as an organizational characteristic, is considered important in social groups 

requiring coordinated actions (Lusher et al., 2014) and is regarded as a critical element in the 
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high functioning of educational institutions (Tschannen-Moran, 2020). The literature 

highlights the function of trust in establishing and fostering collaboration across people (De 

Dreu, 2012; Kuipers, 2022; Lusher et al., 2014). Teachers with different personal 

characteristics also appear to be dependent on working together to increase the success of 

their institutions and achieve common goals (Keravnos & Symeou, 2024). However, it is also 

known that horizontal relationships in organizations consist of competitive tendencies as well 

as cooperation (Ömüriş et al., 2020). 

Competition in organizations can produce positive or negative reactions and outcomes 

(Murayama & Elliot, 2012). Competition can be viewed a factor that increases productivity 

(Huck et al., 2012). Additionally, study have shown that high levels of competition may have 

negative consequences for productivity and performance (Tuyet & Ninh, 2023). Views on the 

necessity and effects of competition may vary depending on the context (Nelson & Dawson, 

2017). Moreover, competition can also emerge as an element that hinders trust (Lusher et al., 

2014; Sun et al., 2021). Therefore, it is predicted that competitive tendencies may be greater 

in environments where trust is low. Competitiveness in work environments can, over time, 

pave the way for unethical behavior among employees, who may attempt to sabotage others 

in the context of the crabs in the barrel syndrome (CBS) (Ece, 2024). Based on this literature, 

CBS may influence employees' competitive tendencies. The objective of this study is to 

investigate teachers' levels of trust in co-workers and competitiveness within the context of 

CBS. In this regard, the study investigates the mediating role of CBS in the relationship 

between trust in co-workers and competitiveness. 

Trust in Co-workers 

Trust is widely defined as having favorable expectations regarding others’ intentions 

and practices (Rousseau et al., 1998). Trust in co-workers can motivate individuals to work 

harder by fostering the belief that their co-workers are doing their best (Lau & Liden, 2008). 

In the teaching profession specifically, trust in co-workers is considered important for 

teachers in carrying out their daily activities (Choong & Ng, 2024). The literature indicates 

that trust among teachers produces positive outcomes. Trust among teachers facilitates the 

development of positive social relationships (Akinyemi et al., 2020) and supports 

collaborative work (Kolleck et al., 2021). A culture of trust in relationships among teachers 

within the school environment is seen as a fundamental prerequisite for building a trust-based 

relationship between teachers and students (Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). Furthermore, 

collaboration and trust among teachers are considered a school-level factor that influences 

student achievement (Sun et al., 2023) and student performance (Bubale et al., 2021). 

Ultimately, teachers' trust in their colleagues emerges as an important element for the 

effectiveness and efficiency of schools (Choong et al., 2018). 

Competitiveness Among Teachers 

Competition is defined as a social situation in which an individual believes that their 

goals are in opposition to the goals of others (Houston & Queen, 2019). Competition, which 

forms the basis of many activities in human life, can be widely observed in educational, 

sports, workplace, and social settings in order to achieve external goals (Vallerand et al., 

1986). Individuals can also compete with each other in many ways during their professional 

activities (Murayama & Elliot, 2012). 

The literature emphasizes that competition can have varied effects (Belfield & Levin, 2002). 

Some aspects of competition can enhance team performance (Lusher et al., 2014).  By 
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contrast, when employees perceive the level of competition to be high, the performance-

enhancing effect of competition may disappear (Bani-Melhem et al., 2023). Murayama and 

Elliot (2012) found that competition can both facilitate performance by encouraging 

performance-approach goals and undermine it by encouraging performance-avoidance goals. 

High levels of competition in the workplace can cause individuals to compare themselves to 

others and lead to jealousy (Bani-Melhem et al., 2023). Furthermore, competition can lead to 

negative social interactions (Olitsky, 2011) and hinder trust (Sun et al., 2021). However, 

teachers may display competitive behavior to protect their positions (Salakhova et al., 2021). 

Zeer et al. (2019) consider competitiveness to be a personal characteristic of teachers. 

Nevertheless, competition does not appear to be essential in educational contexts and is not 

universally accepted (Nelson & Dawson, 2017). Because individuals' responses to 

competitive tendencies are complex, the effect of competition on student learning can vary 

(DiFrancesca & Spencer, 2025). Additionally, research has shown that competition in an 

educational context can have negative consequences (Vallerand et al., 1986). 

Crabs in the Barrel Syndrome 

CBS is a metaphor that explains the attempts of individuals belonging to a particular 

group to hinder the progress of other group members in order to protect their own progress or 

social status (Gellez et al., 2024; Pegues, 2018). This metaphor takes its name from the 

unsuccessful attempts of crabs trying to escape from a barrel (Lasquety-Reyes, 2016). 

Focused solely on their own progress, the crabs inside the barrel pull each other down instead 

of supporting each other's escape attempts (Billote et al., 2021). Ultimately, every attempt 

initiated by the crabs to escape the barrel ends in inability as the crabs below pull the ones 

above back down (Allison et al., 2019). 

CBS is shaped by the belief, 'If I cannot succeed, neither can you' (Çavuş & Sarpkaya, 2021). 

Bulloch (2017) states that three overlapping elements constitute the driving force behind 

CBS. These elements are envy, the desire to ensure that the other person does not do better 

than oneself; competitiveness, the effort to take over the other person's position; and burden, 

the attempt to appropriate another person's success and thereby diminish that person. The 

prominent reasons for CBS include envy, jealousy, and not wanting others to be more 

successful than oneself (Billote et al., 2021).  

The phenomenon of CBS can be explained by Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954) 

and Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). According to Social Comparison Theory, 

people measure themselves against others to assess their capabilities and status (Festinger, 

1954). In other words, people can draw conclusions about their own performance and level of 

development by comparing themselves to others around them (Uzum et al., 2022). The CBS 

phenomenon, which can be based on Social Comparison Theory, also arises when people 

evaluate their own success by comparing it to the success of others (Gellez et al., 2024). 

In accordance with Social Identity Theory, people generally prefer to act as members of a 

social group rather than as individuals within society (Mlicki & Ellemers, 1996). Having a 

shared social identity may require solidarity and harmony among members (Baumeister et al., 

2016). However, employees who share the same social identity and share a goal of success 

may exhibit behavior that hinders each other rather than supporting these efforts (Miller, 

2019). CBS can also be seen as a tendency to maintain balance among group members 

(Connor & Miller, 2014). 
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Although the phenomenon of CBS is considered a negative attitude, it is known that CBS 

may also be observed among members of the teaching profession (York-Barr & Duke, 2004). 

However, the literature shows that CBS is an obstacle to teacher leadership (Duke, 1994), a 

potential problem for teachers' self-management (David, 2020), and has a negative effect on 

job success and happiness (Jafari et al., 2023). Furthermore, CBS has been associated with 

psychological distress preceding depression (Maharani, 2021). CBS is considered a 

phenomenon that must be prevented, as it can lead to undesirable results such as turnover 

intentions, obstacles to advancement, and negative emotions (Miller, 2019). 

The Present Study 

Policy makers around the world emphasize that the competitive advantage of nations 

may be related to teacher qualifications (Rönnström, 2015), and competitiveness among 

teachers has increasingly attracted attention (Ugli, 2019). Additionally, it is predicted that 

Generation Y will constitute approximately 75% of the workforce by 2030 (Bump, 2025), and 

Generation Y is reported to have a higher tendency toward competitiveness and a lower 

tendency toward trust compared to Generation X (Gupta & Goyal, 2018). However, the 

increasing complexity of the classroom environment and school activities requires teachers to 

build trust-based relationships and collaborate rather than compete (Kolleck et al., 2021). 

Furthermore, the literature highlights that interaction among teachers is a critical element for 

students' learning processes (Ali et al., 2019) and emphasizes the positive effects of trust in 

co-workers on students (Sun et al., 2023). Therefore, competitiveness and trust among 

teachers remain relevant issues for educational organizations. To date, only a few studies have 

investigated teachers’ trust in their co-workers (Akinyemi et al., 2020; Choong & Ng, 2024; 

Choong et al., 2018; Choong et al., 2020; Kolleck et al., 2021), their competitiveness (Chen & 

Chen, 2019; Kahveci, 2021), and their CBS (Çavuş & Sarpkaya, 2022; Jafari et al., 2023). 

This study investigates the mediating role of CBS in the relationship between trust in co-

workers and competitiveness among teachers. 

There are various theoretical foundations for considering CBS as a mediator in the 

relationship between trust in co-workers and competitiveness. Research shows that trust in co-

workers and competitiveness are negatively related (Ömüriş et al., 2020) and that Type A 

personality, which involves competitive tendencies, is positively related to CBS (Uzum et al., 

2022). Furthermore, the literature suggests that competition is a factor that hinders trust 

(Lusher et al., 2014; Sun et al., 2021). CBS is closely associated with competitiveness 

(Combs et al., 2019; Miller, 2019), and it is noted that CBS may reduce trust in co-workers 

(Uzum et al., 2022). 

Social Exchange Theory (Emerson, 1976) may offer a useful perspective in explaining the 

interaction between trust in co-workers, competitiveness, and CBS. Social Exchange Theory 

can provide a theoretical foundation for understanding social interaction in the context of 

educational institutions (Choong & Ng, 2024). A central tenet of Social Exchange Theory is 

that an initial action leads to relational responses between people, and these responses change 

attitudes or behaviors (Cropanzano et al., 2017). In other words, organizational members can 

trust others in response to the trust shown to them (Keck & Karelaia, 2012). An increase in an 

individual's perceived trust enables them to act in a cooperative manner, motivated by the 

desire to benefit others and achieve personal gain (De Dreu, 2012). Conversely, a lack of trust 

is thought to lead to competitive tendencies, as it reduces an individual's trust in social norms 

and their willingness to cooperate (Kuipers, 2022). In line with competitive tendencies, 

people may behave like crabs in a barrel when trying to reach certain opportunities, 
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attempting to pull back anyone who tries to move forward (Williams, 2020). However, no 

study was identified that examined the relationship between trust in co-workers, 

competitiveness, and CBS among teachers.  

In light of the literature reviewed above, the present study aims to explore whether CBS 

functions as a mediator in the relationship between teachers’ competitive attitudes and their 

trust in co-workers. Accordingly, the following research questions were formulated. 

• What are the levels of teachers' competitive attitudes, perceptions of the CBS, and 

trust in co-workers? 

• Is there a significant relationship between teachers' competitive attitudes, their 

perceptions of the CBS, and their trust in co-workers? 

• Does CBS play a mediating role in the relationship between teachers' competitive 

attitudes and their trust in co-workers? 

• What are the common themes regarding teachers' competitive attitudes, their trust in 

co-workers, and their experiences of the CBS? 

• How do perceptions of the CBS mediate the relationship between teachers' 

competitive attitudes and their trust in co-workers? 

Method 

Research Design 

The study adopted an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design, in which the 

strengths of one methodological approach are used to compensate for the limitations of the 

other (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The calculated regression coefficients guided the 

examination of the relationship between competitive attitudes and trust in co-workers, as well 

as the mediating role of CBS. Because teachers' views were considered important for gaining 

a deeper understanding of these relationships and informing intervention recommendations, a 

mixed-methods approach was adopted. 

Study Group 

The population of the quantitative phase of the study consisted of 21,998 teachers 

working in four districts (Kadıköy, Kartal, Sultanbeyli, and Pendik) of Istanbul Province 

during the 2024–2025 academic year. Convenience sampling was used to select the sample. 

Krejcie and Morgan (1970) state that a sample of 377-379 is sufficient to represent a 

population of 20,000-30,000. Nevertheless, in order to increase the sample size, 750 scale 

forms were distributed to teachers working in the districts covered by the study. After 

excluding unreturned, incomplete, and incorrectly completed forms, the analyses were 

conducted using data from 464 respondents. The demographic information of the study group 

is summarized in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Demografic Information 
Variables Groups Frequency (f) Percentage (%) 

Gender 

Female 325 70 

Male 139 
30 

Gender of the school principal 
Female 105 23 

Male 359 77 

Years of service in the teaching 

profession 

0-5 years 99 21 

6-10 years 133 29 

11-15 years 97 21 

16-20 years 57 12 

21 years and more 78 17 

School level of employment 

Elementary school 138 30 

Middle school 164 35 

High school 162 35 

Level of education 
Bachelor's degree 344 74 

Graduate degree 120 26 

Number of teachers working at the 

school 

25 and fewer 67 14 

26-50 251 54 

51 and more 146 32 

Time worked with the current school 

principal 

0-1 year 177 38 

1-4 years 201 43 

4 years and more 86 19 

During the qualitative stage of the study, 20 volunteer teachers from the quantitative sample 

were selected through maximum variation sampling. Maximum variation sampling can 

provide broader representation of diverse participant characteristics than random sampling 

(Vitcu et al., 2007). Teachers from different education levels and with different lengths of 

service were selected to ensure maximum variation in the sample.  

In the qualitative stage of the study, competitive attitude scores obtained from the quantitative 

data analysis were taken into account when selecting participants, and interviews were 

conducted with teachers who exhibited relatively high levels of competitive attitudes. The aim 

was to obtain more in-depth data on the research topic. The principle of data saturation was 

used as the basis for determining the size of the qualitative sample (Patton, 2002). The 

saturation ratio proposed by Sharma et al. (2024) was used to assess data saturation 

[Saturation ratio = Number of new unique themes/Number of unique themes in the core set]. 

When the saturation ratio fell below 5%, two additional interviews were conducted. Since no 

new themes emerged and the saturation ratio remained unchanged following these additional 

interviews, the data collection process was concluded. Of the 20 teachers, nine were male and 

11 were female. Four worked in elementary schools, six in middle schools, and 10 in high 

schools. 

Data Collection Tools 

The Teacher Competitiveness Scale 

The Teacher Competitiveness Scale, which measures teachers' competitive attitudes, 

was developed by Kahveci (2021). The scale consists of four sub-dimensions and 16 items: 

"winning by competition", "approval", "superiority", and "exclusion". The four-factor 
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structure explained 59% of the total variance. In the original study, the Cronbach’s alpha 

internal consistency coefficient was .82 for the total scale score, .72 for the "winning by 

competition" dimension, .78 for the "approval" dimension, .73 for the "superiority" 

dimension, and .72 for the "exclusion" dimension. In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha 

internal consistency coefficient was .82 for the total scale score, .74 for the "winning by 

competition" dimension, .77 for the "approval" dimension, .78 for the "superiority" 

dimension, and .78 for the "exclusion" dimension. Higher scores indicate stronger competitive 

attitudes among teachers (Kahveci, 2021). 

Trust in Co-workers Scale 

The Trust in Co-workers Scale, which measures individuals' levels of trust in their 

work colleagues, was developed by Cook and Wall (1980). The scale was adapted into 

Turkish by Çetinceli (2023). The seven-point Likert scale consists of a single dimension and 

six items. The Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency coefficient was .92 in both the original 

and the present study. Higher scores indicate greater trust in co-workers (Çetinceli, 2023).  

Crabs in a Bucket at Schools Scale 

The Crabs in a Bucket at Schools Scale, which measures teachers' perceptions of the 

CBS, was developed by Çavuş and Sarpkaya (2021). The scale consists of two sub-

dimensions, "individual factors" and "organizational factors," and 27 items. In the original 

study, the Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency coefficient was .93 for the total scale score, 

.95 for the "individual factors" dimension, and .93 for the "organizational factors" dimension. 

In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency coefficient was .94 for the 

total scale score, .96 for the "individual factors" dimension, and .89 for the "organizational 

factors" dimension. Higher scores indicate stronger perceptions of CBS among teachers 

(Çavuş & Sarpkaya, 2021). 

Personal Information Form 

The personal information form comprised questions related to participants’ gender, 

years of professional experience, educational attainment, and the school level at which they 

were employed. 

Semi-Structured Interview Form 

A semi-structured interview form was employed in the qualitative phase of the study. 

The interview form contained seven questions. The form was constructed based on the results 

of the quantitative analyses as well as insights derived from the relevant literature. It was 

subsequently reviewed by three expert faculty members, and a pilot implementation was 

carried out with two teachers to evaluate the clarity and comprehensibility of the items. 

Following the pilot study, the necessary revisions were made, and the final version of the 

form was prepared. 

In qualitative research, validity is primarily achieved through the detailed and accurate 

reporting of categories and interpretations, whereas reliability involves minimizing 

inconsistencies in data interpretation among researchers (Yıldırım & Şimşek, 2019). 

Accordingly, three faculty members were consulted for expert feedback.  
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Data Analysis 

Skewness, kurtosis, and Z-score analyses were conducted to assess the suitability of 

the data for parametric testing. It was observed that all standardized scores of the data were 

within the range of -3 to +3, leading to the conclusion that there were no univariate outliers in 

the dataset (Schumacker & Tomek, 2013). Multivariate outliers were identified through 

Mahalanobis distance. The skewness and kurtosis values were re-examined and summarized 

in Table 2, confirming that the dataset adhered to normal distribution assumptions. 

Descriptive statistics, including mean and standard deviation, were calculated, followed by 

correlation analysis to investigate associations between the variables. The presence of 

multicollinearity, one of the prerequisites for regression analysis, was examined through the 

variance inflation factor (VIF), tolerance value (TV), and condition index value (CI) of the 

variables in the model. If VIF≥ 10, TV≤ 0.20, and CI≥ 30, then a multicollinearity problem is 

present (Büyüköztürk, 2011; Field, 2005). In this model, the largest VIF value was 1.04, the 

TV value was .97, and the condition index value was 12.54, indicating no multicollinearity 

problem. 

The mediating role of CBS in the relationship between teachers’ competitive attitudes and 

their trust in co-workers was examined using a regression-based bootstrapping technique. The 

bootstrapping process was applied to verify the significance of the mediating effect. The 

bootstrapping process, which involves retesting the significance of direct and indirect effects 

by increasing the sample size, determines the lower and upper confidence interval limits. For 

the indirect effect to be significant, this limit must not include zero. In this study, 10,000 

bootstrap resamples were performed to determine the lower and upper confidence intervals 

and the bootstrap coefficient (Hayes, 2017).  

In the analyses, the statistical significance of the difference between the means was tested at 

the .05 level. When interpreting the arithmetic means for the five-point Likert-type Teacher 

Competitiveness Scale, scores between 1.00–1.79 were considered "very low," 1.80–2.59 as 

"low," 2.60–3.39 as "moderate," 3.40–4.19 as "high," and 4.20–5.00 as "very high". For the 

five-point Likert Crabs in a Bucket at Schools Scale, the developers stated that scores 

between 1.00–2.22 should be considered "low, " 2.23–3.83 as "moderate, " and 3.84–5.00 as 

"high". For the seven-point Likert Trust in Co-workers Scale, scores between 1.00–1.86 were 

considered "quite low, " 1.87–2.72 "very low," 2.73–3.58 "low, " 3.59–4.44 "moderate, " 

4.45–5.30 "high, " 5.31–6.16 "very high, " and 6.17–7.00 "quite high". Additionally, in 

interpreting correlation analysis, the range of .00–.30 is considered a "low" level of 

relationship, the range of .31-.70 is considered a "moderate" level of relationship, and the 

range of .71-1.00 is considered a "high" level of relationship (Büyüköztürk, 2011).  

In the analysis of qualitative data, the "content analysis" method was preferred. The basic 

process in content analysis involves identifying codes and possible sub-themes, grouping the 

identified codes under themes, and comparing coding clusters (Vaismoradi et al., 2016). The 

data collected from 20 interviews were initially transcribed and entered into a digital format 

for analysis. The data from the interviews were recorded. The organized data were 

subsequently processed using MAXQDA 2020. The dataset was read multiple times to 

facilitate analysis, and the examination was guided by the research questions. Coding of the 

identified themes was performed independently by two academics who were not part of the 

research team. The coding reliability percentage was calculated using the 

"Consensus/(Consensus + Disagreement)" formula proposed by Miles and Huberman (1994). 

Coding reliability exceeded the recommended minimum consensus level of 80% (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994), with an achieved reliability of 92%. When coding disagreements were 
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resolved through discussion until consensus was reached. The findings were organized in line 

with the research questions. 

Results 

Quantitative Analysis Results 

Pearson Analysis 

Regarding the first sub-objective, the findings of the correlation analysis are provided 

in Table 2, including the skewness and kurtosis values of teachers’ competitive attitudes, CBS 

perceptions, and trust in co-workers scores, along with the relationships among these 

variables. 

Table 2. Correlation Values and Descriptive Statistics Among the Variables of the Study 

 Skewness Kurtosis x̄ SS 1 2 3 

1. Competitive Attitude -.04 -.72 2.98 .59 1   

2. CBS .39 -.58 2.26 .76 .19** 1  

3. Trust in Co-workers -.53 -.56 5.72 1.00 -.13** -.51** 1 

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

The results indicated that skewness and kurtosis values fell within the ±2 range, suggesting 

that the data were normally distributed (George & Mallery, 2019). Furthermore, examining 

the descriptive statistics in Table 2, it can be seen that teachers' reported moderate levels of 

competitive attitudes and CBS perceptions, and very high levels of trust in co-workers. 

Considering the correlations among the variables, there was a positive, low-level, and 

significant relationship between competitive attitude and CBS (r = .19, p < .001). Moreover, a 

negative, low-level, and significant relationship was found between competitive attitude and 

trust in co-workers (r = –.13, p < .001). Finally, a negative, moderate, and significant 

relationship was determined between trust in co-workers and CBS (r = –.51, p < .001). The 

findings show that as competitive attitudes and CBS increase, trust in co-workers decreases, 

and as competitive attitude increases, CBS also increases. 

Results of Mediation Analysis 

In line with the second sub-objective of the study, the mediating role of CBS in the 

relationship between competitive attitude and teachers’ trust in co-workers was examined 

using a regression-based bootstrapping approach. A total of 10,000 bootstrap samples were 

generated, and the estimates were interpreted within 95% confidence intervals adjusted for 

bias. The mediation model followed Model 4 proposed by Hayes (2017), incorporating one 

independent variable, one dependent variable, and one mediator. The conceptual framework is 

shown in Figure 1, and the results are presented in Table 2. 
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Figure 1. Hypothesized mediation model: Teacher competitiveness predicts trust in co-

workers through Crabs in the Barrel Syndrome [R² = .258, F(2, 461) = 80.634, p < .001] 

When examining Figure 1, teachers’ competitive attitudes positively predicted CBS (a = .18; 

p < 0.001). CBS, on the other hand, negatively predicted trust in co-workers (b = -.50; p < 

0.001). Furthermore, competitive attitudes among teachers negatively predicted trust in co-

workers (c = -.13; p < 0.01). When the mediating variable, CBS, was included in the model, 

this effect was found to be c′= -.04 and statistically insignificant. Since the coefficient that 

emerged with the inclusion of the mediating variables in the model was a non-significant 

coefficient, full mediation was observed, and the 95% confidence intervals (CI) for the 

significance of the full mediating indirect effects determined in the model are given in Table 

3. 

Table 3. Bootstrapping Results of the Mediation of CBS 

 
95% CI   

Indirect effects Coefficient S.e. LLCI ULCI R2 F(2-461) 

TC→CBS→TcW -.09 .07 -.14 -.04 .258 80.634 

Direct effects Coefficient S.e t value    

TC→ CBS .18 .06 4.04**    

CBS→TcW -.50 .05 -12.31**    

** p < 0.001, TC Teacher Competitiveness, CBS Crabs in the Barrel Syndrome , TcW Trust in Co-Workers , Se 

Standard error, CI Confidence Interval. 

Competitive attitudes and CBS among teachers explain 26% of the variance in trust in co-

workers (Table 3). In mediation analysis using the bootstrapping technique, support for the 

study’s hypothesis is established when the 95% confidence interval (CI) does not include zero 

(0), thereby confirming the research hypothesis (Gürbüz, 2019). CBS significantly mediates 

the relationship between teachers’ competitive attitudes and trust in co-workers  (Bootstrap 
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Coefficient = -.09, 95% CI [-.14; -.04]), and the confidence interval did not include zero. 

Qualitative Analysis Results 

The qualitative section of the study presents findings derived from interviews with 

teachers. Accordingly, the codes generated through question-based analysis of the semi-

structured interview data are presented first. Subsequently, the themes and codes obtained 

from the analysis of the semi-structured interviews—conducted to examine the mediating role 

of perceptions of the CBS in the relationship between teachers’ competitive attitudes and their 

trust in colleagues—are presented. Each theme is explained in detail and supported by direct 

quotes from the participants. This approach aimed to enhance the transferability and 

reliability of the qualitative findings. 

Table 4 below presents the codes derived from the question-based analysis of data collected 

through the semi-structured interviews. 

Table 4. Question-Based Coding of Data 
Questions Codes 

1. Research Question Competing to stand out (12), Desire for approval (10), Establishing superiority 

(8), Excluding others (6) 

2. Research Question Weakening of cooperation (11), Lack of trust (12), Conflict (9), Decline in 

motivation (8) 

3. Research Question Obstruction (13), Jealousy (10), Decreased motivation (7), Restricted 

cooperation (8) 

4. Research Question Decreased trust (14), Increased suspicion and caution (10), Broken trust 

relationships (9), Avoiding information sharing (7) 

5. Research Question Decreased cooperation (12), Increased formality and distance (11), Avoiding 

interaction/reducing communication (8), Feeling pushed out of the 

group/isolation (6) 

6. Research Question Open communication (12), Mutual assistance (11), Planned cooperation (10), 

Shared responsibility (9) 

7. Research Question Management support (11), Recognition/reward (12), School culture (10), 

Motivation-enhancing practices (8) 

Table 4 shows that, in the context of research question 1, the codes "competing to stand out," 

"desire for approval," "establishing superiority," and "excluding others" were prominent in 

participants’ quotes when describing their competitive attitudes in the workplace or school 

setting. These findings provide insight into how participants’ competitive attitudes are 

expressed through their behaviors. 

Participants describe the effects of their competitiveness on their relationships with colleagues 

and on collaboration processes as "weakening of cooperation," "lack of trust," "conflict," and 

"decline in motivation." These findings highlight the destructive effects of competitiveness. 

Under research question 3, participants’ quotes reveal that situations where they hinder or 

envy their colleagues’ success influence their own behavior, with the codes "obstruction," 

"jealousy," "decreased motivation," "restriction of cooperation" standing out. These findings 

demonstrate how CBS manifests in participants’ behaviors. 

Participants described their competitive attitudes as leading to ‘decreased trust,’ ‘increased 

suspicion and caution,’ ‘broken trust relationships,’ and ‘avoidance of information sharing" 

regarding their trust in co-workers, and their relationships with co-workers as characterized 

by "decreased cooperation," "increased formality and distance," "avoiding 

interaction/reducing communication," "feeling pushed out of the group/isolation." These 
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findings detail the destructive effects of competitiveness in the workplace within the context 

of co-workers and also reveal its implications for trust in co-workers. 

In response to research question 6, the codes "open communication," "mutual assistance," 

"planned collaboration," and "shared responsibility" emerged in participants’ quotes as the 

methods or strategies they employed to establish healthy collaboration with their co-workers. 

These findings suggest that the negative effects of competition can be balanced through 

healthy communication and collaboration mechanisms. In other words, teachers turned to 

strategies that prioritize collective solidarity over individual success in order to build positive 

relationships with their co-workers. 

Participants identified the factors influencing competitive and cooperative relationships in the 

school environment as "management support," "recognition/rewards," "school culture," and 

"motivation-enhancing practices." These findings suggest that the competitive-collaborative 

relationships among teachers in schools are shaped not only by interpersonal interactions but 

also by a dynamic linked to the practices of school leaders. School leaders’ adoption of a 

supportive leadership approach and their commitment to fair process management are 

considered key components of these competitive-collaborative relationships. 

The codes obtained from the analysis of semi-structured interviews conducted to examine the 

mediating role of CBS in the relationship between teachers’ competitive attitudes and trust in 

colleagues were grouped into three themes and presented in Table 5. 

Table 5. Obtained Themes 
Themes Codes 

Teachers' competitive attitudes, their motivations, and reasons Competing to stand out 

Desire for approval 

Establishing superiority 

The effects of competitive attitudes on relationships with co-

workers 

Weakening of cooperation 

Lack of trust 

Conflict 

The role of the CBS in the effect of competitive attitudes on 

trust in co-workers 

Obstruction 

Jealousy 

Decreased motivation 

Theme 1 examines the causes and motivations behind teachers’ competitive attitudes. 

Participants cite competing to stand out, desire for approval, and establishing superiority as 

the reasons for their competitive attitudes. These findings suggest that teachers’ competitive 

attitudes may be related not only to their professional performance but also to psychological 

and social needs. Quotes related to these codes are provided below: 

Competing to stand out: "I constantly strive to stand out in school projects and classroom 

activities. This both increases my own motivation and allows me to manage competition with 

other teachers. Although this competitive feeling can be exhausting at times, I think it is 

necessary for my self-improvement (P3)." 

Desire for approval: "I want the work I do to be appreciated, and this gives me both 

motivation and confidence. Being appreciated, especially by managers and colleagues, allows 

me to display my competitive attitudes in a more controlled manner. My desire to constantly 

improve myself is also fueled by this need for approval (P12)." 

Establishing superiority: "I try to get ahead of others to demonstrate my competence. This 
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sometimes creates tension in my relationships with co-workers, but I believe it is necessary 

for my continuous development. The pursuit of superiority increases both my competitive 

attitude and my professional performance (P1)." 

Theme 2 examines the effects of competitive attitudes on relationships with co-workers. 

Participants described the effects of their competitive attitudes on relationships with co-

workers as weakened cooperation, lack of trust, and conflict. These findings suggest that 

competitive attitudes can hinder teamwork. An increase in competitive attitudes among 

teachers can negatively impact the school’s collaborative environment. Quotes related to these 

codes are provided below: 

Weakening of cooperation: “When I am competitive, I find it difficult to collaborate with my 

colleagues. I focus more on my own work and sometimes prefer to stay in the background 

rather than taking an active role in joint projects. This situation negatively affects team 

communication in the long term (P5).” 

Lack of trust: “I have started to be more cautious and distant in my communication with my 

colleagues because the sense of trust has diminished. Sometimes even minor disagreements 

can lead to a loss of trust. This situation also limits the team's ability to work together (P14).” 

Conflict: “When I experience disagreements with colleagues, my competitive attitude 

becomes more pronounced. During discussions, I sometimes realize I have lost control, and 

relationships are negatively affected. (P17). ” 

Theme 3 examines the role of the CBS in the effect of competitive attitudes on trust in co-

workers. Participants describe the effects of CBS on the relationship between a competitive 

attitude and trust in co-workers as obstruction, jealousy, and decreased motivation. These 

findings suggest that in highly competitive environments, supportive relationships among 

teachers may weaken through CBS, potentially undermining trust. Furthermore, it is believed 

that obstructive behaviors may hinder information sharing, while jealousy and decline in 

motivation may negatively impact teachers’ well-being and job performance. Quotes related 

to these codes are provided below: 

Obstruction: "Sometimes I don't want my colleagues to succeed and try to obstruct their 

progress in projects. This seriously damages our trust and makes collaboration difficult. 

Although I try to reduce these behaviors when I notice them, my competitive attitudes 

sometimes prevail (P6)." 

Jealousy: "Jealousy sometimes prevents the collaboration and sharing I plan. Seeing other 

teachers' successes brings my competitive feelings to the forefront and shakes trust 

relationships. This limits my control in teamwork (P19)." 

Decreased motivation: “My colleagues’ successes sometimes lower my motivation and have a 

negative impact on my collaboration. This affects both my own performance and the team’s 

ability to work together. When I become aware of it, I try to pull myself together, but it can 

happen again in a competitive environment (P10).” 

Discussion 

This study examined the mediating role of CBS in the relationship between teachers’ 

competitive attitudes and trust in co-workers. Quantitative findings showed that as 
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competition increased, CBS tendencies rose, reducing trust in co-workers. Although 

competition was found to have a direct negative effect on trust, the fact that the relationship 

was fully mediated by CBS indicates that the process operates through a series of relational 

dynamics, primarily comparison and jealousy. Qualitative data also supported this pattern; it 

showed that when competitive interactions were combined with behaviors such as 

comparison, perceived exclusion, avoidance of information sharing, and caution in 

communication, collaborative bonds weakened. This picture suggests that trust erodes more 

quickly when teachers experience competition along the lines of "position and superiority" 

rather than "development and mastery" (Murayama & Elliot, 2012). 

Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954) proposes that individuals evaluate their abilities 

and status by comparing themselves to others; when competition intensifies, these 

comparisons can increase perceived threats and status anxiety. In the context of educational 

organizations, trust is a cornerstone of social relationships and the pursuit of common goals 

(Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). It is therefore 

reasonable to expect that a competitive climate may create tension with trust. Indeed, both the 

findings referenced in the introduction and the references in the current discussion show that 

the perception of competition can weaken belonging and social connectedness (Sun et al., 

2021), that comparison- and control-based cultures erode trust (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 

2000), and that competition can undermine cooperation (Ooi & Wong, 2023). 

In this context, CBS offers a critical intermediary mechanism explaining the link between 

competition and trust. Metaphorically described as "crabs in a barrel" pulling each other 

down, CBS points to a pattern in which jealousy, competitiveness, and the tendency to 

diminish others' success are intertwined (Billote et al., 2021; Bulloch, 2017; Pegues, 2018). 

The conceptual framework introduced at the outset allows CBS to be interpreted through both 

Social Comparison and Social Identity processes: Status sensitivity and the reflex to maintain 

group-internal balance can trigger "pulling down" behaviors toward successful members 

(Connor & Miller, 2014; Gellez et al., 2024; Lasquety-Reyes, 2016). The full mediation 

identified in this study suggests that the trust-eroding effect of competition manifests itself 

through indirect harmful behaviors such as information withholding and passive obstruction, 

particularly under conditions where CBS comes into play (Wang et al., 2022). 

The context-sensitive effect of competition is particularly important in educational 

organizations. When its level and structure are not carefully managed, it can produce negative 

results in terms of performance and unethical behavior (Bani-Melhem et al., 2023; Olitsky, 

2011; Tuyet & Ninh, 2023). Considering that competition is not universally or necessarily 

perceived as beneficial in educational contexts (Nelson & Dawson, 2017) and that it may 

have heterogeneous effects on students’ learning processes (DiFrancesca & Spencer, 2025; 

Vallerand et al., 1986), it becomes important to reconsider how school climates are structured. 

Emphasizing a "learning/mastery" orientation rather than a "performance/ranking" orientation 

appears to offer greater protection in terms of fostering trust. Specifically for teachers, 

competitiveness aimed at protecting one's position (Salakhova et al., 2021) or the interaction 

between competitiveness and personal characteristics (Zeer et al., 2019) may reinforce micro-

psychosocial conditions that can fuel CBS. 

The study's findings reaffirm that trust is not only an interpersonal emotional state but also an 

organizational capacity. Cooperation and information flow increase in communities where 

trust is strong; this is associated with teachers' effectiveness and students' learning outcomes 

(Ali et al., 2019; Bubale et al., 2021; Choong et al., 2018; Choong & Ng, 2024; Kolleck et al., 
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2021; Sun et al., 2023). Conversely, the erosion of trust limits the capacity for "learning 

organizations" (Lusher et al., 2014; Tschannen-Moran, 2020). This study supports a 

mechanism implying that, in competitive climates where CBS is in play, the erosion of trust 

undermines joint planning, transparent communication, and professional learning 

communities (Lau & Liden, 2008; Rousseau et al., 1998).  

At the educational ecosystem level, the study's results are consistent with the professional 

work environment and school climate literature. When conditions such as open 

communication, psychological safety, fair processes, and supportive leadership are 

strengthened, teachers' effectiveness over time increases and is positively related to student 

learning (Kraft & Papay, 2014). The quality of school-based social capital and horizontal ties 

is reflected in student performance through knowledge sharing and innovation capacity 

(Leana & Pil, 2006). Current findings suggest that in competitive climates with high CBS, 

these channels may narrow; information hoarding and social undermining behaviors 

negatively affect teacher well-being and job satisfaction (Duffy et al., 2002), leading to 

burnout and intentions to leave (RAND, 2024). Therefore, framing competition in schools 

within collective goals, fair evaluation, and constructive feedback has the potential to 

strengthen collaboration (Johnson & Johnson, 2005). 

In conclusion, this study provides comprehensive evidence that the relationship between 

teachers’ competitive attitudes and trust in co-workers is mediated by CBS; it shows that the 

nature of competition, whether threatening or developmental determines the quality of 

organizational relationships. Rather than completely eliminating competition, professional 

cultures that nurture trust and psychological safety, encourage reciprocity and cooperation, 

and are structured around fair processes and collective goals appear to be more productive. 

This perspective aligns with both the theoretical framework outlined in the introduction 

(Emerson, 1976; Festinger, 1954; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and the findings of the applied 

literature (Kraft & Papay, 2014; Leana & Pil, 2006; Tschannen-Moran, 2020), and it 

reemphasizes that maintaining trust in schools is not merely an interpersonal nicety but a 

strategic organizational capacity. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

According to the findings of this research, developing a professional culture that 

supports trust and collaboration in schools can make important contributions to both practice 

and research. In practice, psychologically safe working environments—where teachers can 

freely express their opinions, mistakes are seen as a natural part of learning, and constructive 

feedback is encouraged—are likely to foster stronger professional relationships over time. In 

school climates where competition emphasizes collective success rather than individual 

rankings, multidimensional and fair evaluation processes are implemented, and teachers' 

contributions are recognized, professional solidarity is expected to strengthen, while 

destructive competitive behaviors are likely to diminish. Furthermore, regular professional 

learning communities that support knowledge sharing, collaborative production, joint 

planning, and mentoring practices can strengthen trust by reinforcing social bonds within the 

team. The adoption of a supportive leadership approach by school leaders, along with 

attention to fair process management, is also considered an important component of this 

developmental process. 

From a research perspective, examining competition, trust, and CBS across different school 

types and cultural contexts may make significant contributions to the literature. Longitudinal 
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studies could clarify the temporal aspects of these relationships, while experimental or 

intervention-based research could evaluate the effects of programs focused on psychological 

safety and collaboration. Furthermore, social network analyses can illuminate the structures of 

teacher interactions and information flow, offering a more holistic perspective on how 

competition and trust manifest at the organizational level. Investigating the moderating roles 

of teachers' personal and professional characteristics in this process is also considered a 

valuable direction for future research. Overall, managing competition within a framework that 

supports healthy collaboration, professional solidarity, and shared goals may be more 

appropriate than attempting to eliminate it entirely. Such an approach may better support 

teacher well-being and the sustainable development of schools as learning organizations. 
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