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Chapter One: Introduction 

 Many teacher leaders aspire to the principal role because it provides them with an 

opportunity to positively influence a school community, enact change, and support 

learning for students. Principals are second only to teachers as the most significant factor 

in determining how effective a school is in meeting the learning needs of students 

(Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2008). However, the principal role has changed 

significantly since the 1980s and the responsibilities no longer include simply managing a 

building (Osterman & Fishbein, 2001). Principals are tasked with managing schools, 

managing conflicts, handling interpersonal relationships within the school community, 

and acting as instructional leaders for teachers and students. The MetLife study of school 

leaders found that 75% of principals surveyed affirmed that the job has become too 

complex (2013). The myriad tasks and responsibilities of the principal role can 

overwhelm even the most skilled leader,  create overwhelming levels of chronic stress 

(Klocko & Wells, 2015; Wells, 2013c), and make principals feel drained, exhausted, and 

ineffective as school leaders. Managing mental, emotional, and physical energy in the 

principalship is exhausting (García-Garduño, Slater, & López-Gorosave, 2011) and 

principals around the world report frequent feelings of lack of balance, distress, and 

agitation (Federici, 2013; Reynolds & O’Dwyer, 2009; van der Merwe & Parsotam, 

2012; Wells, 2013c). Even early career-stage principals with just a few years on the job 

report feeling the dimensions of burnout that might be expected of a veteran: emotional 

exhaustion, cognitive weariness, disengagement, and an overarching feeling of job 

dissatisfaction (Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Oplatka, 2012). Principals who are emotionally 

exhausted, cognitively weary, and burned out are not effective school leaders, which 

impacts student learning. 
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 This study focuses on the coping mechanisms that principals employ to manage 

chronic levels of stress because these strategies may play a significant role in managing 

or averting the effects of burnout. This study focuses on international school principals 

and uses a quantitative, non-experimental methodology in order to analyze the predictive 

relationships between coping strategies and burnout. This study aims to contribute to the 

greater body of research about outcomes of stress and the principalship by analyzing the 

role of these strategies in relation to burnout. 

Problem Statement 

International school principals experience a number of stressors that are unique to 

their setting (Bunnell, 2014; Caffyn, 2011; Keller, 2015). The landscape of international 

schools includes constant change: rapid teacher turnover, sudden fluctuations in 

enrolment, the effects of host country politics, and conflicting demands and 

expectatations of a diverse parent community (Bunnell, 2014). International schools are 

not bound by American laws and regulations, such as No Child Left Behind; however, 

they must adhere to local laws and ways of operating that can be challenging to navigate 

(Bunnell, 2014). International school leaders can experience social, psychological, 

cultural, and linguistic isolation because of the distance from their home countries and 

communities (Caffyn, 2011), which can amplify the effects of stress. Working in a 

country with a different culture and language can be emotionally exhausting (Bunnell, 

2014) and many principals lack the resources, training, and professional development 

needed to thrive in the international school setting (Bunnell, 2014; Keller, 2015). 

International school principals must manage ambiguity from one setting to another; the 

leadership skills and traits that work in one context might not be effective in another 

country or international school (Morris, 2008). As many as 20% of all international 
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school principals leave their jobs every year, and the average tenure for an international 

school principal is less than two years (Bunnell, 2014).  

Principals across the world report feeling overwhelming levels of stress and 

emotional exhaustion related to their work overload and the complexities of their 

leadership positions (Beatty, 2000; Federici, 2013; Oplatka, 2001; van der Merwe & 

Parsotam, 2012; Wells, 2013c). Consequently, principals feel low levels of professional 

accomplishment and job satisfaction in their leadership roles despite devoting countless 

hours to the task and responsibilities of the job (Cranston, Ehrich, & Billot, 2003). Most 

importantly, principals who experience chronic stress and report low levels of self-

efficacy struggle to be effective teaching and learning leaders (Wells, 2013c).  

The differences between the roles of domestic and international school principals 

is not present in the literature. In addition, there is a gap in the literature addressing stress 

and burnout in the lives of international school principals. It is not clear if principals in 

this unique educational landscape experience job complexity and the effects of job 

overload to the same degree as principals in the United States.  

Impact on Principals 

Because of the increase in the level of their responsibilities, principals need to 

operate at high levels of cognitive skill (Darmody & Smyth, 2016)and be unhindered by 

the effects of chronic stress (van der Merwe & Parsotam, 2012). Principals’ mental and 

physical health deteriorates without effective coping skills, strategies, and techniques 

(Sogunro, 2012). A lack of stress management techniques for a principal is akin to a lack 

of on-the-job preparedness. Effective coping skills are as important for principal 

effectiveness as instructional leadership qualities and pedagogical expertise. 

More than 90% of principals surveyed in a recent study of principals in 
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Connecticut reported that the stress they experience on the job has a direct and negative 

impact on their mental and physical health (Sogunro, 2012). Chronic levels of stress 

prevent principals from sustaining productive work habits and effective levels of 

productivity (Sogunro, 2012). The burnout rate for American public school 

administrators has increased significantly in the last 15 years (Sogunro, 2012) because 

ultimately, principals who experience stress and burnout frequently choose to leave the 

profession.  

International school principals experience similar phenomena. Like principals in 

the United States, international school principals need to be committed and resilient in 

order to affect student learning (Day, 2007). Spreading positive emotions to teachers and 

students engenders commitment and relience. However, showing outward signs of 

commitment to a school community is difficult when suffering from the disillusionment 

and disengagement that are effects of stress and burnout. In addition, international 

schools often play a role as community centers for expatriate families in the countries 

where they are located, and in responding to the diverse needs of parents and students 

beyond the educational — making it even more important for international school 

principals to be engaged, resilient, and resourceful (Darmody & Smyth, 2016) for 

themselves and for the members of their community. 

Impact on Schools and School Culture 

Good leadership is the spark from which many other positive results in schools 

can occur (Leithwood et al., 2008). School leaders can improve teaching and learning 

most powerfully through their impact on school culture: staff motivation, working 

conditions, commitment, and engagement (Leithwood et al., 2008). However, school 

leaders who are under stress create schools that are under stress, which results in 
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unhealthy and dysfunctional school enviroments (Sogunro, 2012). 

Principals who experience stress and burnout frequently choose to leave the 

profession and this turnover has a significant negative effect on school improvement 

efforts (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008). With the hiring and induction of each new principal, 

time is lost as the new leader orients themselves to the school’s culture, community, and 

goals for change. These initiatives and reform goals do not happen when there are 

constant changes in the principal position (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008). It is the students 

who ultimately lose the most by turnover in the principal role.  

Impact on Teachers and Students 

The significant role that principals play in the effectiveness of teacher instruction 

and in the success of students, is another important reason to address principal stress and 

burnout. When teachers feel supported and believe in the mission and vision of a school 

that is set by the principals, their commitment and motivation is high, which results in 

increased teaching capacity and increased student learning (Leithwood et al., 2008). In 

addition, when principals experience stress, it impacts the teachers in those schools; they 

in turn experience and report higher levels of stress (Darmody & Smyth, 2016). 

Effective school leaders have significant impact on student learning, as measured 

by student scores to reach state proficiency standards (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008). Both 

teachers and students need principals to be effective at managing the effects of stress and 

the symptoms of burnout. The hiring and retention of skilled and effective principals has 

direct impact on student achievement (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008). Successful schools 

have principals who stay in the job to provide continuity, consistency, and effective 

leadership over time. 

There is a need for quantitative information about the role that coping strategies 
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can play in managing the effects of stress and burnout. Findings from this study might be 

used to reduce this problem. Findings from this study might also be used to improve 

leadership effectiveness and  job satisfaction, and reduce the effects of burnout. 

Furthermore, findings from this study might guide the improvement of professional 

development for principals and leadership preparation programs for aspiring principals. 

Lastly, this study will be a starting point for further inquiry and research.  

Purpose of the Study  

 The purpose of the study is to understand the predictive possibilities of coping 

strategies in relation to stress and burnout in international school principals. This study 

also seeks to understand what strategies might predict feelings of engagement, 

satisfaction, and effectiveness in international school principals in their leadership roles. 

The study was conducted with international school principals. With the lack of 

quantitative data demonstrating specific approaches that are the most effective for 

averting burnout, this study aims to provide quantitative data demonstrating what 

strategies, or combinations of strategies, reduce the effects of burnout. Insights gained by 

this investigation may provide a model of best practices for principals to lead more 

balanced professional lives. In addition, insights gained from the data analysis might 

provide opportunities for international school directors and superintendents to support 

their principals to be more effective in their leadership roles and reduce turnover. 

Research Questions 

This study sought to answer the following question: 

1. What is the relationship between coping skills and burnout in international school 

principals? 

To further understand the primary research question, the study also answers the following 
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questions: 

a. Do coping skills predict the frequency of emotional exhaustion? 

b. Do coping skills predict the frequency of depersonalization? 

c. Do coping skills predict the frequency of personal accomplishment? 

Overview of Methodology 

The study is based on a conceptual framework regarding factors contributing to 

burnout in the international school leadership environment from the four dimensions of 

coping skills (Tobin, 1986): problem-focusing engagement, emotion-focusing 

engagement, problem-focusing disengagement, and emotion-focusing disengagement. 

Quantitative survey research provides powerful tools for answering these research 

questions (Creswell, 2013b). This study used a quantitative, non-experimental, design 

because the researcher sought to understand the participants as they exist naturally, 

without introducing a treatment or manipulation (Patten & Newhart, 2018). The 

population of this study was principals working in the 1,453 international schools listed 

on the United States Department of State Office of Overseas Schools’ Schools Worldwide 

website, which includes assisted schools and other international schools at post (“Schools 

Worldwide,” 2018). This study was conducted with principals in the elementary, middle, 

and high school divisional levels. The total number of principals in these international 

schools is approximately 2,906, which served as the population (N) for this study. 

Two surveys were combined for this study to create one electronic survey 

instrument using Qualtrics software (Version 2018). The survey will begin with seven 

closed-ended demographic questions about age, gender, years of employment as a 

principal, years of employment as a principal in an international school, years of 

employment as a principal in the current international school, school size, and school 
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division: elementary (K-5), middle (6-8), high (9-12), secondary (6-12), or whole (K-12). 

The survey also asked participants to respond to 45 statements. The Coping Strategies 

Inventory Short Form (CSI-SF) (Tobin, Holroyd, Reynolds, & Wigal, 1989) is composed 

of 16 items that measure the frequency with which respondents use specific coping 

strategies listed. The responses are recorded on a 5-point frequency scale. Burnout will be 

measured with the Maslach Burnout Inventory Educators Survey (MBI-ES) (D. L. Tobin, 

Holroyd, Reynolds, & Wigal, 1989), which comprises 22 items that measure educators’ 

attitudes and feelings about their job in three dimensions of burnout: emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment.  

Each principal was emailed an informed consent letter within the body of the 

introductory and recruitment letter explaining the rationale for and the purpose of the 

study, with a link to the survey. Those who choose to complete the survey formed the 

participant sample. The survey was designed to take approximately nine minutes to 

complete. This research seeks to establish the responses that predict the likelihood of 

burnout; the data analysis will be a linear multiple regression analysis on the data derived 

from the survey. Multiple regression will help to explain the relationships among the 

dimensions of burnout and to determine whether coping skills are a predictor of the 

frequency of burnout.  

Rationale and Significance 

 The study of coping skills is important to understand possible factors that reduce 

or manage the effects of burnout. Principals spend hours on the job in early mornings, 

nights, and weekends, and still struggle to finish the work. With the increasing use of 

technology and instant communication, principals are expected to be on the job and 

available nearly 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Principals who attempt to “do it all” 
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report feeling emotional exhaustion, cognitive weariness, low levels of effectiveness, and 

low levels of job accomplishment, all dimensions of burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 1996). 

With principals reporting increasing levels of stress, and increasing desire to leave the 

principalship, the information derived from this study may be vital to helping avert the 

effects of burnout for principals (Federici, 2013; Klocko & Wells, 2015; Reynolds & 

O’Dwyer, 2009; van der Merwe & Parsotam, 2012; Wells, 2013c). 

 This study is significant because the findings add to the limited quantitative data 

on the role of coping strategies in managing burnout in international school principals. 

Information from this study can also be drawn on to help international school principals 

increase the frequency and variety of coping skills used, to manage the effects of chronic 

stress and avoid burnout. Understanding these issues will contribute to increasing 

principals’ effectiveness, job satisfaction, and retention. Effective and satisfied principals 

can positively impact the teachers and students in their schools.  

Role of the Researcher  

The researcher designed, planned, and conducted the study. She combined and 

adapted existing instruments that measure coping skills and burnout for principals, 

distributed the survey to principals working in international schools, and collected and 

analyzed all data from the survey. The researcher remained personally distanced from the 

participants because their responses were anonymous. To maintain objectivity, the 

researcher did not allow personal values, beliefs, or experiences to interfere with the data 

analysis.  

Researcher Assumptions 

 The researcher assumed that the principal respondents answered honestly the 

survey questions included in the study. The researcher also assumed that the participants 
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were the people actually completing the survey because their responses came from 

firsthand experience in the principal role. Lastly, the researcher assumed that the dataset 

derived from the survey results was a representative sample of international school 

principals.  

Definitions of Key Terms 

Burnout: A psychological response to a prolonged exposure to chronic stress in the work 

environment (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). 

Coping: A process to manage overwhelming demands through thoughts and actions 

(Federici, 2013; Federici & Skaalvik, 2012; Metropolitan Life Insurance Company & 

Harris Interactive Inc., 2013). 

Depersonalization: The feeling of disconnect, detachment, and negativity that one feels 

about one’s job and one’s colleagues (Lazarus, 1993b). 

Emotional exhaustion: The inability to further tap into emotional energy as a resource, 

the feeling that one has nothing more to give (Maslach, 2017). 

International school: A high-quality, college-preparatory school, accredited by an 

American or European regional educational board, whose curriculum is American or 

international, and delivered in English. Often these schools are for dependents of 

American citizens but simultaneously enroll children from a variety of nationalities 

(Maslach, 2017). 

International school principal: The administrative and instructional leader of an 

international school. 

Professional accomplishment: The feeling of being effective on the job (Maslach & 

Jackson, 1985). 
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Organization of the Dissertation 

 This study is organized into five chapters, followed by references and appendices. 

Chapter One introduces the study and presents the problem statement, the research 

questions, and the significance of the study. Chapter Two presents a review of literature 

related to the complexities of the principalship and the stressors related to role overload, 

role ambiguity, and role conflict. In addition, Chapter Two presents a conceptual 

framework of the causes and effects of burnout, and strategies to manage the effects of 

burnout. Chapter Three describes the research methodology, including the selected 

approach, research sample, data source and collection methods, analysis techniques, and 

limitations of the study. Chapter Four presents the research findings. Chapter Five 

presents the analysis, synthesis, and discussion of the findings.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Introduction 

Over the past 50 years, the role of the school principal has evolved from manager 

to educational and instructional leader. The role of principal as educational leader now 

contains many dimensions beyond that of basic management; it contains moral, 

interpersonal, instructional, and administrative components (Dajani, 2014; Morrison, 

2018; “Office of Overseas Schools,” 2018). It is the responsibility of instructional leaders 

to set goals for academic improvement and create the culture among students, parents, 

and teachers to reach these goals (Fry & Kriger, 2009; Leithwood et al., 2008; Murphy, 

2016; Oplatka, 2012; Pounder & Merrill, 2001; Wells, 2013a). Principals are often 

responsible for creating vision, building culture, getting buy-in, modeling changes, 

reculturing organizations, building collaboration, developing capacity within the 

organization, resolving problems, evaluating performance, recognizing, and serving 

others (Hallinger & Heck, 1998). School leadership is second only to classroom teaching 

as an influence on student learning (Wells, 2015) and therefore performing these 

responsibilities well matters to students and teachers. These myriad responsibilities 

frequently stretch a school leader beyond the capacities of what one individual can 

possibly manage.  

Because of the myriad components of the principal role, skill and energy is 

required to respond effectively (Leithwood et al., 2008). Effective leadership is one of the 

most complex social and cognitive processes (Coogan, Gates, & McDonald, 2015; Fry & 

Kriger, 2009). Many scholarly articles and popular books address what leaders should do: 

how they should behave and interact with their organizations. Just as many texts advise 

how leaders should be: what characteristics and traits they should have to effectively lead 
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an organization. In addition, there are a number of studies that investigate the particular 

feelings, thoughts, instincts, and states of mind of leaders, in an attempt to address how 

leaders can be more effective (Fry & Kriger, 2009). School leaders report that their role 

as principals has become even more complex since the introduction of No Child Left 

Behind legislation, and yet there is no clear increase in resources or support (Fry & 

Kriger, 2009).  

The principalship is typically a desired position within a school district because of 

the leader’s ability to influence and improve education and because of the position’s 

monetary compensation (Crow, 2006). However, the job is often considered equally 

undesirable because of certain features of the principalship, which include the extensive 

time commitment (including significant time away from family, weekend work, and 

evening work) as well as the challenges that come with the job, such as ethical dilemmas, 

student discipline problems, staffing issues, and challenges with unions (Oplatka & 

Mimon, 2008; Pounder & Merrill, 2001). In one study, a full 60% of the respondents 

reported that compensation for the principalship is not sufficient for the expectations, 

which include significant sacrifice in quality of life and loss of personal and family time 

(Pounder & Merrill, 2001). Many principals love the work of school leadership and feel 

commitment and drive to engage deeply in their jobs. However, a significant number of 

them also admit that the compensation does not replace what they are forced to give up. 

Despite the perception that they are responsible for everything that happens in 

their schools, few principals in a recent American study felt in control of these outcomes 

(Pounder & Merrill, 2001, p. 47). Only about four in 10 principals indicated that they 

have a great deal of control over curriculum and instruction (42%) and making decisions 

about removing teachers (43%). The complexities of the job’s responsibilities, coupled 
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with the lack of ability to ultimately control what happens in the school building, means 

that principals are set up to experience stress at overwhelming levels. Half (48%) of 

principals felt under great stress several days a week because of the complexities of the 

job role (Metropolitan Life Insurance Company & Harris Interactive Inc., 2013).  

Review of Literature 

Role Complexity in Leadership 

 Role complexity in the principalship is cause for significant stress. Role 

complexity is the all-encompassing term that incorporates the negative feelings, negative 

beliefs, and stress associated with a job role (Metropolitan Life Insurance Company & 

Harris Interactive Inc., 2013). Role complexity leads to anxiety, exhaustion, decreased 

commitment, and lower levels of effectiveness (Brumels & Beach, 2008). Because of the 

complexities of the role, the majority of principals in Australia and New Zealand reported 

that their jobs are now characterized by role overload, role ambiguity, and role conflict 

(Brumels & Beach, 2008). These beliefs are shared by principals in Canada, the United 

States, Norway, Ireland, and the United Kingdom (Federici, 2013; Reynolds & O’Dwyer, 

2009; van der Merwe & Parsotam, 2012; Wells, 2013c): the principal job is demanding 

and stressful. 

Role conflict. Role conflict is the stress caused by the incompatibility of job 

demands and expectations because they are contradictory or mutually exclusive (Federici, 

2013; Reynolds & O’Dwyer, 2009; van der Merwe & Parsotam, 2012; Wells, 2013c). An 

employee may experience conflict between what they think they should be doing and 

how others think they should spend their time (Ángulo & Osea, 2012; Brumels & Beach, 

2008, p. 374; Cranston et al., 2003; Lindberg, 2012). If the expectations of the job are in 

conflict, it is impossible for the employee to sufficiently and effectively do the job. Role 
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conflict can be viewed as a hindrance-related stressor that blocks an employee’s ability to 

grow personally and professionally (Cranston et al., 2003) because it implies that the 

employee can’t possibly be successful, let alone thrive. Principals experiencing role 

conflict often feel ill-equipped to succeed on the job and doubt if the hard work will teach 

them new professional skills or give them any professional advantage. 

Principals report conflicting demands between the curriculum and instructional 

leadership role and the managerial role (Ángulo & Osea, 2012). Principals feel role 

conflict, for example, when they receive a directive from the state department of 

education that carries different expectations from those of the superintendent or central 

office (Cranston et al., 2003; Klocko & Wells, 2015; Wells, 2013a). Principals’ role 

conflict is also often rooted in what they believe to be best for the educational culture of a 

building versus what is needed by the institutional structure (Gill & Arnold, 2015). In 

addition, principals in public schools must manage compliance with federal laws while 

simultaneously seeking the best fit for their individual school communities.  

Another facet of role conflict is a result of the emotional demands of the job (Zorn 

& Boler, 2007) that require a leader to respond to their own and others’ emotions. 

Stakeholders in the school community implicitly require their principals to remain calm 

while more natural human responses, such as anger, disbelief, frustration, or sadness, 

must be suppressed (Beatty, 2000; Berkovich & Eyal, 2015; Gill & Arnold, 2015; 

Maxwell & Riley, 2017). It is a fine balance for principals to show care and compassion 

while also effectively managing the emotions of the situation (Maxwell & Riley, 2017). 

Principals are often required to put on a fake smile and quell their emotions in order to 

show outer calm in moments of crisis, which is a point of role conflict and causes stress 

(Berkovich & Eyal, 2015; Maxwell & Riley, 2017). Nearly every school leader has 
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experienced the rage of angry parents, the intense emotions of staff conflict that requires 

intervention, and the frustrations associated with a lack of resources. When engaging in 

this type of emotional labor, principals display their rational thought processes at the 

expense of showing compassion or emotion (Beatty, 2000). It is often difficult for 

principals to know what emotional face to display in public and to what degree they can 

exhibit emotion while still maintaining authority. This conflict creates stress that grows 

over time in intensity. 

Role ambiguity. The principalship contains organizational management 

components and instructional leadership responsibilities that can create role conflict and 

also role ambiguity (Berkovich & Eyal, 2015). Role ambiguity occurs when the tasks and 

expectations associated with a job are poorly defined, ambiguous, or imprecise (Bauer & 

Brazer, 2013; Lindberg, 2012). Role ambiguity also occurs when inconsistent evaluations 

make it unclear how their performance is being assessed (Brumels & Beach, 2008; 

Cranston et al., 2003) and what is expected. Role ambiguity causes stress for school 

leaders (Brumels & Beach, 2008) because the expectations are not clear. New principals 

frequently experience role ambiguity (Bauer & Brazer, 2013) and often react in 

haphazard ways to the competing and conflicting responsibilities of the role, which are 

not always clearly articulated (Bauer & Brazer, 2013). When role ambiguity is present, a 

school principal struggles to be effective and the quality of their work diminishes 

(Oplatka, 2001). There is a statistical relationship between role ambiguity and negative 

quality of work life; role ambiguity is a confounding factor in negative work conditions 

(Bauer & Brazer, 2013). When employees don’t know what is expected of them, they feel 

less commitment and loyalty to their organizations. Instead, they feel disconnected and 

disengaged.  



THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN COPING SKILLS AND BURNOUT IN 
INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL PRINCIPALS 

27 

The conflict and ambiguity that exist within a school leader’s role can create 

enormous stress and also inspire doubt about the true meaning of the work. A school 

leader can wonder, is this really that fulfilling a job to me? One school leader reported 

feeling disconnected from the purpose of education, feeling lost and professionally 

dissatisfied, feeling anxious and stressed, and spending a lot of time and energy feeling 

stressed (Bauer & Brazer, 2013; Cranston et al., 2003). This person described being 

spread thin across too many projects ranging from overseeing program implementation, 

supervising and evaluating many school staff members, and battling against lawsuits 

brought to her district. The principal expressed frustration and confusion about the extent 

to which all of the components were actually part of the job description. Fabian reported 

that the most stressful component of the school leadership job was the limited resources 

available and the knowledge that the additional support needed to successfully meet the 

expectations of the job, was probably not forthcoming. To further validate the 

relationship of role ambiguity with stress, burnout, and ineffective leadership, principals 

in Australia and New Zealand reported the highest levels of job satisfaction when their 

real and the expected roles were closely aligned (Fabian, 2015). When the role is well-

defined, principals can thrive on the job: feel connected to the school community, find 

meaning in the work, and see the results of their efforts translate directly into student 

learning gains. 

Role overload. The culmination of a principal’s role conflict and role ambiguity 

is role overload. Role overload occurs when an employee routinely fails to accomplish 

tasks and perform professional responsibilities in the time available in the work day 

(Cranston et al., 2003). It is when there is simply too much to do. Another possible 

definition of role overload is when an employee completes all professional tasks and 
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responsibilities but at a level of competence that is below the standard that could be 

achieved if there were more time available (Brumels & Beach, 2008; Lindberg, 2012). 

Sometimes employees themselves create the level of role overload that make the job 

overwhelming and unsustainable simply because they enjoy the job and choose to take on 

a large number of tasks and assignments (Brumels & Beach, 2008). Role overload can be 

viewed as an opportunity that encourages professional growth, but is still a cause of stress 

(Cranston et al., 2003; Sytsma, 2009). Employees can rise to the challenge, learn, and 

grow.  

American school principals experience frequent stress because of the heavy work 

load and because of the complexities of their responsibilities (Ángulo & Osea, 2012). A 

full 75% of the 500 principals in an American study reported that they job has become 

too complex. The principal is expected to act a manager, instructional leader, mediator of 

conflicts, budgetary manager, supervisor, and navigator of laws and instructional policy 

— a scope of responsibilities that is broad and overwhelming (Metropolitan Life 

Insurance Company & Harris Interactive Inc., 2013). The MetLife survey (Drago-

Severson et al., 2012) also reported that nine in 10 (89%) principals said that ultimately a 

principal should be held accountable for everything that happens to the children in a 

school; 74% of teachers agreed in 2012, compared with 60% in 1989. Principals believe 

that the volume of responsibilities and expectations of the role are valid and many of 

them work endless hours to try to meet the expectations of the job (2013). Principals in a 

three-year study in Connecticut reported spending an average of 62 hours a week 

working on principal tasks (Sogunro, 2012) and simultaneously reported that there wasn’t 

enough time in the day to complete the work. 
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The work of a principal varies from day to day, from moment to moment, and 

often involves urgent attention to multiple demands (Coogan et al., 2015; Horng, Klasik, 

& Loeb, 2010; Klocko & Wells, 2015; Wells, 2013a). In a qualitative study investigating 

the challenges and complexities of the job of urban principals, researchers found that 

principals struggled to attend to supporting quality instruction in every classroom because 

of the variety of “fires” that needed to be put out on a daily basis (Coogan et al., 2015; 

Horng, Klasik, & Loeb, 2010; Klocko & Wells, 2015; Wells, 2013a). These fires ranged 

from a gas leak in the school building, dealing with an armed intruder on campus, 

delayed delivery of textbooks, interpersonal conflicts between teachers, and student 

discipline issues. Principal are challenged to prioritize what issue to address first and 

what action to take from moment to moment. Oplatka’s study of principals (Coogan & 

Gates, 2015) reported similar phenomena. When faced with a plethora of demands, 

principals moved into a reactive orientation, responding to the needs of the school in an 

arbitrary manner instead of proactive, mindful, responsive orientation (2012). This 

haphazard, reactive orientation resulting from role overload prevents principals from 

addressing the area that can impact the most: student learning. 

Stress. A major product of the complexities of the principal role is stress. The 

concept of stress has been the subject of scientific study since the 14th century, when 

Robert Hooke and other scientists and engineers referred to it as adversity, strain, 

hardship, or load (Oplatka, 2012). Stress as a concept has developed beyond the scope of 

physics and science to the fields of physiology, psychology, and sociology. There are two 

main theoretical approaches to the concept of the relationship between stressors and 

stress reactions (Lazarus, 1993b), those of Selye and those of Lazarus.  

 The endocrinologist Hans Selye approached the concept of stress, systemic stress, 
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from the perspective of physiology and psychobiology (Krohne, 2002), based on his 

experiments with animals. Selye’s concept of stress specifically addressed changes made 

to the physiological structure of the body. Physiological stress is the body’s natural 

response to a demand (Krohne, 2002). The demand can be referred to as a stressor. The 

body mobilizes physical resources to deal with the stressor, resulting in physical and 

chemical changes in the body (Selye, 1974). Stressors and stress reactions are 

unavoidable consequences of being alive because demands are constantly placed on the 

body (Selye, 1978).  

 The psychologist Richard Lazarus defined stress within the context of emotions. 

For Lazarus, stress is the set of psychological reactions and arousals that occur when 

people experience threats or dangers to their well-being (Selye, 1974). In an explanation 

of  the historical shifts in the definition and conceptualization of stress, Lazarus asserted 

that the modern idea of stress refers to “an external load or demand on a biological, 

social, or psychological system” (Lazarus, 1993b). Stress represents a deviation from the 

steady state of homeostasis (Lazarus, 1993b, p. 3) for any system. In the transactional 

model of stress, Lazarus and Folkman (Lazarus, 1993a) asserted that stress is an 

imbalance between demands and resources. The body is constantly putting forth 

resources (in the form of energy and effort) to meet the demands placed on it, with 

varying degrees of success. 

 According to Lazarus, there are four stages of the stress process (1984). First, there 

is an internal or external stressor that can also be referred to as the load. The load is the 

weight or demand placed on a structure or system. Second, the brain or the body 

evaluates the extent to which the stressor will have benign or malignant effects. Third, the 

mind and body will then select a coping mechanism or strategy to deal with the demands 
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of the stressor. Last, the mind and body experience the cognitive and physiological effect 

of the stressor, which Lazarus referred to as the stress reaction (Lazarus & Folkman, 

1984). In his person-environment model, Lazarus explained the two types of evaluations 

of stressors: challenging or threatening (Lazarus, 1993b). When someone feels 

challenged by a stressor, it can bring a heightened awareness, a higher level of 

engagement, and feelings of competence and readiness. However, when one feels 

threatened, the stressor can bring feelings of fear and anxiety (Lazarus, 1993a) because 

the individual anticipates loss. 

 Responses to stress. The primary difference between Selye’s systemic model of 

stress and Lazarus’s psychological model of the stress process is Selye’s claim that there 

is a standard, generic physiological response to a stressor. On the other hand, Lazarus 

asserted that the stress reaction is wholly dependent on an individual’s internal resources, 

combined with the threats, challenges, and benefits of the environment (1993a). 

Ultimately, the response to a stressor depends solely on the individual’s interpretation of 

the stressor within that particular environment. Lazarus’ relational concept of stress 

describes how individuals and their environment interact (1990), which can vary greatly 

depending on the person. Psychological stress is created as a function of the relationship 

between the person and their environment in a transaction (Krohne, 2002) and one person 

may feel immense distress in an environment that is stable for someone else. Within the 

transactional model of stress, one person’s internal emotional resources allow them to 

cope with a stressor that is overwhelming for someone else (Lazarus, 1990). The 

experience for the individual depends wholly on the personal resources available to 

manage the demand.  

 Expanding on Lazarus and Folkman’s (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) definition of a 
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stressor as a load or a demand, Nelson and Simmons (1984) asserted that stressors and 

demands are by nature neutral. Despite being neither intrinsically beneficial nor harmful, 

demands are interpreted by individuals as pleasant or unpleasant, positive or negative 

(2011). Selye studied the stress concept for more than 50 years (Le Fevre, Matheny, & 

Kolt, 2003; Nelson & Simmons, 2011; Selye, 1974) and was one of the first to define and 

differentiate among stress, eustress, and distress from the physiological perspective. 

Distress is the unpleasant, negative, and harmful stress (1974). A distress reaction occurs 

when an individual reacts negatively to a stressor, such as with agitation or fear. Eustress, 

on the other hand, is the pleasant, beneficial, and restorative stress (Selye, 1978). A 

eustress reaction results when an individual experiences a positive perception of a 

stressor, including joy and satisfaction. Selye concluded that whether someone 

experiences distress or eustress depends entirely on the individual interpretation of the 

stress demands. Selye’s theories of distress and eustress fit with Lazarus’ explanation of 

the stress reaction, which can either be positive or negative, depending on the individual 

characteristics and internal resources (Selye, 1978). Therefore, depending on the 

interpretation of the demand, each individual experiences a unique and individualized 

reaction.  

As noted, not all reactions to a stress demand are the same; whether someone 

experiences distress or eustress after a stressor is solely dependent upon the individual 

perception and interpretation of the stressor (Lazarus, 1990). According to the 

transactional model of stress, there are two different cognitive appraisals of a stressor: 

primary and secondary (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Le Fevre et al., 2003; Nelson & 

Simmons, 2011; Selye, 1978). The primary appraisal is when the individual evaluates 

whether the stressor is positive or negative, and whether or not it is a potential harm, a 
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threat, or a challenge. Secondly, the individual appraises what is necessary to cope with 

the stressor and selects an appropriate coping response to alter the relationship with the 

environment (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 

Stressful conditions do not produce the same effects in all people; for some 

people a stressor arouses a small effect, while for others the effect of the same stressor is 

significant (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987). In addition, stressful conditions can impair 

performance for some and improve performance for others. Lazarus concluded that to 

understand the effects of a stressor, it is necessary to understand “individual differences, 

in motivational and cognitive variables” (Lazarus, 1993a). The individual differences that 

might determine how a stressor is appraised include one’s degree of “optimism, 

hardiness, locus of control, self-reliance, and sense of coherence” (1993b, p. 3). Because 

these differences vary widely among individuals, the experience elicited from a stressor 

can vary greatly. 

Distress. Distress is a negative, harmful, or unpleasant assessment of stressors 

(Nelson & Simmons, 2011, p. 56). Individuals select specific responses to stressors that 

either increase or decrease the levels of distress that they will experience (Le Fevre et al., 

2003; Selye, 1974). When a stressor is evaluated as a threat, an individual experiences 

distress, “negative reactions to highly constrained demands that stop individuals from 

meeting their desired goals” (Le Fevre et al., 2003). Distress occurs when an individual 

does not have the energy to self-regulate, to reach homeostasis, or to maintain 

equilibrium (Quinones, Rodríguez-Carvajal, & Griffiths, 2017, p. 6). If an individual 

chooses to respond to a strain or stressor with hate, frustration, anger, hopelessness, or a 

desire for revenge, it can increase the intensity and the effects of that distress.  

 The experience of distress occurs when the physical and psychological aspects of 
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stress become overwhelming beyond the ability to cope (Le Fevre et al., 2003). Distress 

in the job environment is the adverse and potentially damaging psychological reaction 

that to work stressors that an individual may experience (Selye, 1974). Adverse 

emotional reactions to the work environment and job role include emotional exhaustion, 

worry, anger, anxiety, and discomfort. These reactions can be very harmful. Distress can 

be operationalized and measured in a variety of ways, including through measures of 

anxiety, depression, nervous trouble, emotional irritation, job dissatisfaction, depression, 

and fatigue (de Croon, Sluiter, Blonk, Broersen, & Frings-Dresen, 2004). Distress in the 

form of anger, anxiety, and exhaustion, for example, can be easily identified, self-

reported, and measured. Individuals can modify and change the distress experiences they 

have by making cognitive and behavioral changes. 

 Psychological effects of distress. Distress manifests itself as psychological effects 

(Ilies, Huth, Ryan, & Dimotakis, 2015; Jiménez, Montorio, & Izal, 2017). Individuals 

experience these effects in a number of specific outcomes such as psychological 

disorders, maladies, and medical problems (van der Merwe & Parsotam, 2012). 

Psychological distress occurs when the demands of the stress surpass an individual’s 

ability to cope (Ilies et al., 2015; Le Fevre et al., 2003; Nelson & Simmons, 2004; van der 

Merwe & Parsotam, 2012). Principals in a South African study identified the lack of 

ability to distance themselves from the stress, which resulted in anger, emotional 

exhaustion, and feelings of incompetence (Baqutayan, 2015). Participants expressed 

hopelessness about the workload and a desire to withdraw. In addition, principals 

identified an inability to think clearly and logically as an effect of their work-related 

distress (van der Merwe & Parsotam, 2012). Being able to think clearly and react quickly 

is an important and necessary skill for principals in a fast-paced and chaotic school 
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environment. 

 Finne, Christensen, and Knardahl (van der Merwe & Parsotam, 2012) investigated 

individual- and department-level effects of psychological work factors on mental distress 

and positive affect among more than 4,000 Norwegian workers. The researchers defined 

mental distress as manifestations of anxiety and depression (2016) and used the Hopkins 

Symptom Checklist-10 to measure symptoms of anxiety and depression. Manifestations 

of mental distress include “feeling tense, feeling fearful for no reason, blaming ones’ self, 

feeling of worthlessness, feeling everything is an effort, and feeling hopeless about the 

future” (2016). The Norwegian workers reported feeling tense, fearful, and hopeless 

about a number of stress factors at work including role conflict, rumors of change, and 

social climate (Kleppang & Hagquist, 2016, p. 740). It is virtually impossible to function 

effectively in these highly negative and harmful states. 

Feelings of anger, frustration, and hostility are congruent with the distress 

experience. Distressed school principals in a recent study reported suffering from intense 

physiological effects such as depression, anxiety, irritability, and nervousness (Finne et 

al., 2016). The principals affirmed that the distress affected their ability to pause, to 

reflect, and to be more self-aware (Wells, 2013a). Workers also feel negative affect, 

burnout, anxiety, and ultimately job alienation when the demands of the job are too 

difficult to meet (Nelson & Simmons, 2011). It simply doesn’t feel good when the 

demands of a job are too high. Frequent feelings of distress can result in negative 

attitudes about the job, including emotional exhaustion, strain, and burnout (Quinones et 

al., 2017).  

 Distress also manifests itself in emotional and physical exhaustion, which are 

facets of burnout (Wells, 2013a). In a quantitative study of 1,195 full-time working 
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adults, using data from the U.S. Department of Labor, Parker and Ragsdale (2015) 

investigated the influence of eustress and distress on the levels of fatigue that employees 

feel over the course of the workday. Employees who self-reported high levels of distress 

also reported feeling particularly fatigued, even early in the day. Distressed employees 

might not recover from the demands of daily distress and suffer from prolonged strain (de 

Croon et al., 2004; Parker & Ragsdale, 2015). Those who reported high levels of distress 

indicated that their energy diminishes faster than those who experience lower levels of 

distress (Parker & Ragsdale, 2015). In a similar study, researchers found a positive 

correlation between reported levels of distress and an inability to concentrate (Parker & 

Ragsdale, 2015). If a principal is highly distressed, it is difficult to be present and to 

focus on the myriad tasks of the role. Instead, the principal might lose their temper 

quickly or lose their ability to sustain attention. 

Consequences of Role Complexity 

 The complexities and conflicts of the school principal role lead to a number of 

consequences that negatively impact leadership effectiveness (de Croon et al., 2004). 

Role conflict, role ambiguity, and to a great extent work overload, lead to overwhelming 

and unhealthy levels of stress. The combination of stress with these complexities leads to 

decreased levels of job satisfaction (Klocko & Wells, 2015; Le Fevre et al., 2003; van der 

Merwe & Parsotam, 2012). Distress and the psychological effects of distress of the work 

complexities also lead to increase in job insecurity and decrease in job performance 

(Federici, 2013).  

Job satisfaction. Overwhelming levels of stress in principals leads directly to 

lower levels of job satisfaction (Ángulo & Osea, 2012). Job satisfaction is defined as the 

positive emotional state or feelings that result from a positive appraisal of one’s job 
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(Drago-Severson et al., 2012; Federici, 2013; Klocko & Wells, 2015; Metropolitan Life 

Insurance Company & Harris Interactive Inc., 2013; Sogunro, 2012; Yaacob & Long, 

2015), or, simply, the degree to which someone likes their job (Federici, 2013). Job 

satisfaction can also be interpreted as a judgment of one’s emotional experiences at work 

or one’s cognitive attitude to towards the job (Oplatka & Mimon, 2008), which illustrates 

that job satisfaction can be a dynamic feeling. When employees feel autonomy, control, 

and the ability to influence decisions in their work environment, they report high levels of 

job satisfaction and engagement (Oplatka & Mimon, 2008). Even when a job is 

challenging and difficult, principals often report a pure love of the work (Maslach & 

Leiter, 2016) because leading schools and impacting the lives of students can be very 

gratifying. 

The American principal, however, is reporting being less satisfied with the 

leadership role than ever before. The MetLife survey (Darmody & Smyth, 2016) of more 

than 500 principals reported that job satisfaction among school leaders decreased nine 

percentage points from 2008 to 2013: 59% of the principals reported being very satisfied, 

down from 68% in 2008. In a 2012 survey of 52 principals in Connecticut, Sogunro 

explored the relationship between work-related stress and levels of job satisfaction. More 

than 96% of the principals claimed to have experienced work-related stress at a level they 

believed was affecting their job satisfaction, mental health, work habits, and productivity 

(2013). The principals referred to the constant frustrations and challenges of the principal 

role, and many reported contemplating quitting or retiring earlier than previously planned 

(Sogunro, 2012) because of the low levels of job satisfaction. Principals who report high 

levels of self-efficacy and high levels of autonomy in their leadership roles are more 

likely to be satisfied with their jobs (Sogunro, 2012), a finding corroborated by 
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subsequent studies (Federici (Sogunro, 2012).  

Darmody and Smyth (2016) used a qualitative analysis of Growing Up In Ireland 

data to understand correlations between occupational stress and job satisfaction among 

primary school principals. Their primary findings indicated high job satisfaction among 

these principals even though a large percentage of them feel occupational stress 

(Darmody & Smyth, 2016). This aligns with findings that suggest the principalship is the 

hardest job a principal will ever love (2016). The highest job satisfaction was reported by 

recently appointed principals and decreased in direct correlation with the number of years 

they served in a school (Darmody and Smyth, 2016). Principals reporting the most stress 

also reported role overload and increasing job responsibilities (Darmody and Smyth, 

2016). Some principals who reported high levels of occupational stress also reported 

working with teachers who are not open to reform, change, and challenges. These 

findings indicate a complicated association between occupational stress and job 

satisfaction (Darmody and Smyth, 2016).  

Tomic and Tomic (Murphy, 2016) investigated the relationship between 

fulfillment and self-reported burnout among 514 primary school principals in the 

Netherlands. High scores on the elements of “existential fulfillment” were directly 

correlated to fewer reports of burnout (2008). The results indicated that “existential 

fulfillment – self-distance, self-transcendence, freedom, and responsibility” is negatively 

correlated to two facets of burnout, emotional exhaustion and depersonalization (Tomic 

& Tomic, 2008, p. 22). Principals reporting higher levels of existential fulfillment were 

less likely to suffer from burnout and feel more job satisfaction and personal 

accomplishment (Tomic & Tomic, 2008). The principal job can be highly rewarding; the 

satisfaction a principal feels when they effectively lead a school is a powerful feeling, 
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especially when it is also combined with personal or transformational growth. 

Other researchers have found that high levels of occupational stress do not always 

correlate directly with job satisfaction (Tomic & Tomic, 2008). Female principals in an 

Israeli study collectively viewed job satisfaction itself as a negative construct that is not 

congruent with a successful school leadership career (Oplatka & Mimon, 2008; Yaacob & 

Long, 2015). Many women reported that job dissatisfaction motivated and challenged 

them to work harder and to be more effective. The less satisfied the principals were with 

the status quo, the more they engaged in reflection, innovation, and task completion. The 

female principals reported that being satisfied could lead to stagnation, complacency, and 

boredom, and therefore, they were constantly seeking ways to increase their effectiveness 

and role performance. Another alternative finding related to job satisfaction comes from 

Malacca, where researchers found that only 28% of job satisfaction is related to 

occupational stress and role overload (Oplatka & Mimon, 2008). Decreased role overload 

increases job satisfaction, but overwhelmingly, it is high levels of role ambiguity that is 

the most directly related to negative job satisfaction (Yaacob & Long, 2015). When 

employees do not know what they are supposed to do, they feel helpless and unable to 

perform tasks.  

Job insecurity. A well-documented occupational stressor related to role overload 

and role ambiguity is job insecurity (Yaacob & Long, 2015). Job insecurity is a 

subjective feeling about the perceived threat to the continuation of one’s employment in 

an organization (Höge, Sora, Weber, Peiró, & Caballer, 2015; Öztürk, Karagonlar, & 

Emirza, 2017; Piccoli & De Witte, 2015; Shoss, Jiang, & Probst, 2018). Employees who 

feel job insecurity fear that they will need to leave the job or will be told to leave in the 

near future (Shoss et al., 2018). Job insecurity is closely linked to job ambiguity; when an 
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employee feels a lack of control, a lack of power, and a lack of predictability in the role, 

they experience job insecurity (Olaniyan & Hystad, 2016). In the presence of role 

ambiguity and role overload, principals may doubt the security of their job because of the 

lack of clarity about their performance (Höge et al., 2015). The defining feature of job 

insecurity is uncertainty (Davis, 1997). The not knowing and not being able to plan for 

the future causes intense anxiety. 

The effects of the uncertainty of job security are myriad. The simple perception 

(albeit unjustified) of job insecurity creates distress and emotional exhaustion (Shoss et 

al., 2018). Even the anticipation of losing one’s job can add to occupational stress 

(Piccoli & De Witte, 2015) because humans have a basic need to feel safety and security 

(Piccoli & De Witte, 2015). In addition, job insecurity is related to reduction in job 

performance and negative impacts on health and well-being (Maslow & Frager, 1987). 

Constantly worrying about one’s job can negatively influence a worker’s cognitive 

capacity and psychological well-being and also influence their views of the organization 

(Höge et al., 2015). While experiencing job insecurity, employees may develop a 

negative attitude towards the job, their fellow employees, and the organization (Olaniyan 

& Hystad, 2016; Öztürk et al., 2017). Job insecurity can also lead to emotional 

exhaustion, the primary facet of burnout (Olaniyan & Hystad, 2016; Öztürk et al., 2017), 

because of the high levels of anxiety and tension associated with job insecurity (Piccoli & 

De Witte, 2015). Principals experience high levels of job uncertainty when there is a 

disconnect between the job description and the daily work (Öztürk et al., 2017). 

Principals who feel job insecurity might ruminate, worry, and feel low levels of self-

efficacy (Rosenblatt & Somech, 1998). Prolonged feelings of job insecurity can turn 

emotional exhaustion into burnout and voluntary turnover (Höge et al., 2015).  
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In alignment with the appraisal model of stress (Piccoli & De Witte, 2015), 

personality and individual personality characteristics are determining factors in the 

degree to which an employee experiences job insecurity (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 

Some employees have deeper reserves of emotional resources and can manage the 

insecurity and role ambiguity. Principals with effective coping techniques and high levels 

of self-efficacy might not suffer from job insecurity to the same extent as other school 

leaders (Öztürk et al., 2017). Instead, these individuals might report low levels of job 

satisfaction, but still feel secure in their roles. 

Job performance. Job performance is the actions and behaviors that employees 

need to effectively accomplish tasks and assignments that contribute to organizational 

effectiveness (Höge et al., 2015). Job performance can be further divided into 

professional self-efficacy and behaviors associated with task performance (Fernet, 

Trépanier, Austin, Gagné, & Forest, 2015). Professional self-efficacy is the intrinsic 

belief that one can do the job, and the behaviors associated with task performance center 

around the skills and the know-how needed to execute tasks and perform according to job 

expectations. Role conflict, role ambiguity, and role overload have particularly negative 

effect on job performance (Fernet et al., 2015). High levels of stress are associated with 

lower levels of professional effectiveness and poor job performance (Ángulo & Osea, 

2012; Lindberg, 2012).  

In traditional principal jobs that focus more on managerial tasks, the most 

common stressor is role overload; the role has clear expectations, though they may be 

many, and principal job performance suffers simply because there isn’t enough time to 

complete all tasks (Ángulo & Osea, 2012; Lindberg, 2012). When budgets are tight but 

principals are still expected to find solutions, they often work long hours and don’t report 
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feeling particularly effective (Lindberg, 2012) because of the lack of space to maneuver 

and innovate. Secondary school principals in a large study across Sweden 

overwhelmingly reported that the single greatest contributor to their role overload stress 

is the number of hours they need to work in order to meet the administrative workload 

(Lindberg, 2012). Role overload over time can erode a principal’s ability to complete the 

tasks and goals necessary to successfully run a school and job performance can degrade 

over time (Lindberg, 2012). Job performance can also decrease when employees work 

long hours, lose motivation, and have decreased levels of job satisfaction (Ángulo & 

Osea, 2012). In addition, job performance can decrease when an employee believes that 

the components of the role are not helping them to grow personally and professionally 

(Ángulo & Osea, 2012).  

In schools that are attempting more serious change and reform, role conflict and 

role ambiguity are more common (Ángulo & Osea, 2012). When role conflict and role 

ambiguity are present, defining success for the principal job is not as straightforward. 

Assessing task completion and success is less clear, making the measure of effective job 

performance for principals a moving target (Lindberg, 2012). In addition, the harmful 

effects incurred from these three forms of role-stress often manifest themselves in health 

problems and psychological maladies such depression and anxiety, which directly hinder 

a leader’s ability to perform effectively (Lindberg, 2012). Psychological and physical 

ailments attributed to stress are also associated with greater rates of absenteeism, which 

can impede optimal job performance (Lindberg, 2012).  

Conceptual Framework 

 The conceptual framework for this study examines the causes and consequences 

of burnout in school principals. In addition, the study asks, To what degree do coping 
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strategies play a role in managing burnout? A strong level of self-efficacy is the 

underpinning for effectively coping with the symptoms and effects of burnout. Savoring 

eustress, maintaining levels of homeostasis, and coping with distress are three significant 

strategies to avoid the consequences of burnout. School leaders want not only to manage 

burnout, but also to thrive at peak levels of performance and effectiveness in their school 

communities.  

Burnout  

 Early studies of burnout in the 1980s centered on workers in the health care and 

human services industries, such as nursing, medicine, and psychiatry (Ansley, Houchins, 

& Varjas, 2016). Burnout was a common, negative psychological phenomenon originally 

defined as “a syndrome of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced 

professional accomplishment” (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). Emotional exhaustion is the 

inability to further tap into emotional energy as a resource, and feeling as if one has 

nothing more to give; depersonalization refers to the feeling of disconnect, detachment, 

and negativity that one feels about the job and one’s colleagues; a lack of professional 

accomplishment is the feeling of being ineffective on the job (Maslach & Jackson, 1985). 

A recent addition to the definition includes reduced personal accomplishment as a 

component of burnout (Maslach & Jackson, 1985, p. 837). Burnout implies the 

disengagement and lack of interest in work that ultimately leads to ineffectiveness (Kotzé 

& Nel, 2016) and possibly to leaving one’s job. In the last 10 years, the concept of 

burnout has been given more occupation-neutral terminology and definition: It is a 

psychological response to a prolonged exposure to chronic stress in the work 

environment (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). Simply, burnout is a form of job stress (Maslach 

& Jackson, 1985) that exists on a continuum that starts with general feelings of 
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dissatisfaction and disillusionment, and ultimately leads to complete exhaustion 

(Maslach, 2017) and leaving the job. 

 Another way of conceptualizing burnout is by considering it a work-related 

phenomenon in which one discerns a significant gap between the amount of effort (input) 

and reward (output) within the work setting, that results in physical and emotional 

exhaustion and a variety of psychological symptoms such as impatience, aggravation, and 

a lower sense of efficacy (Hassan, 2014). Burnout can also be defined as a decreasing 

commitment to work (Farber & Weschler, 1991). In this definition, burnout is the result 

of chronic, work-related stress. The Shrion-Melamed Burnout Measure (SMBM) further 

explores the exhaustion component of burnout, separating out the elements of physical 

exhaustion, emotional exhaustion, and mental exhaustion (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). 

Physical exhaustion is simply being worn out, tired, depleted, and without energy. 

Emotional exhaustion can manifest itself in a lack of desire or energy to perform at high 

levels in the job, resulting in the adoption of a negative or cynical stance towards the job 

and colleagues. Cognitive weariness is when it becomes difficult to focus on tasks, 

sustain attention, or think clearly. Physical exhaustion, emotional exhaustion, and mental 

exhaustion result in burnout and turnover.  

Causes of burnout. In the workplace, burnout is defined as exhaustion, cynical 

attitudes towards work, and feelings of incompetence that occur because of chronic 

stress. Many factors contribute to burnout, including stress, unsustainable pressure on 

employees, and isolation (Montero-Marín, García-Campayo, Mosquera Mera, & López 

del Hoyo, 2009). In a synthesis of two decades of burnout research, Maslach and Leiter 

(2016) identified six stressors and dimensions that are increased risk factors for burnout 

across a number of occupations and professional fields. The first dimension is work 
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overload, which is the lack of time, money, or emotional energy to complete the job. The 

second risk factor is a limited of a sense of control in the job. This lack of control is a 

result of role ambiguity. Third, insufficient rewards for the work, such as a lack of 

recognition and appreciation, can increase risk for burnout. Fourth, burnout can be caused 

by an inadequate sense of community in the job, i.e. lack of support and trust among 

colleagues. Dysfunctional communities have high levels of interpersonal conflict or 

negative interactions among colleagues. Fifth, a lack of equity and fairness at work can 

be a predictor of burnout. Decisions within the organization need to be perceived as fair 

and equitable for an employee to be engaged. Lastly, a lack of shared values, or a conflict 

between values, are increased risk factors for experiencing burnout (Hassan, 2014; 

Klocko & Wells, 2015; Stephenson & Bauer, 2010). Any combination of the factors can 

contribute to burnout among employees. 

When any of these six dimensions manifest themselves, cynicism, anger, and 

frustration develop among employees, resulting in stress and burnout. Burnout is 

ultimately a result of the interaction between an individual and a job (Maslach, 2017). 

Individual characteristics and attributes are important variables for workplace burnout; 

what one employee experiences and suffers from may vary greatly from what a colleague 

experiences (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). 

Burnout in principals. There is an approximately 20% turnover annually among 

American public school principals (“Schools and Staffing Survey: Principal Leavers, 

Stayers, and Movers,” 2015) and there are very specific reasons why principals report 

burnout and choose to leave the profession. Four factors push school leaders to quit the 

profession (Maslach, 2017): negative or toxic cultures in the school building created by 

faculty who are against change and growth, an exhausting workload that demands 18-
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hour workdays and the supervision of large numbers of staff members, bureaucratic 

roadblocks that create role ambiguity and role conflict, and the challenges of highly 

emotional conflicts among parents, teachers, and students. A more recent survey indicated 

that 60% of America’s principals last five to eight years in the profession, while some 

leave individual schools after as little as 10 months (Johnson, 2005). 

Among the three facets of burnout — emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, 

and a diminished sense of accomplishment — principals more frequently report 

emotional fatigue than the other two (Beausaert, Froehlich, Devos, & Riley, 2016). In a 

study of 200 principals in Louisiana, Stephenson and Bauer (Maxwell & Riley, 2017) 

examined how isolation correlates to physical, emotional, and cognitive burnout among 

principals. If principals experience role complexity (either in the form of role overload or 

role ambiguity), it is possible to predict that the school leader will feel isolated. The 

presence of isolation, in turn, is a strong predictor of physical and emotional burnout 

(2010). Many principals report isolation as a confounding factor in their stress because 

they don’t often have another principal or colleague that they can trust and confide in. 

Social support from the broader school community can directly affect levels of 

principal stress and burnout (Stephenson & Bauer, 2010). In a study over four years 

among 3,500 primary and secondary school principals in Australia, Beausaert et. al 

(Beausaert et al., 2016) investigated the relationships among principal stress, social 

support, and burnout. The more stress principals reported, the more likely they were to 

also report higher levels of burnout. In addition, principals reported decreased stress 

when they had increased amounts of social support(2016). For example, principals 

reported lower levels of cynicism when they also reported high levels of social support. 

However, not all increases in social support mitigate burnout; the school’s contextual 
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characteristics and the principal’s individual traits are consistent factors in predicting 

burnout. Interestingly, when principals have a strong supportive relationship with their 

community, they feel more comfortable reporting the effects of burnout that they feel, 

such as fatigue, stress, and cynicism. The researchers also concluded that in many 

instances, when the school community is struggling, the principal also personally takes 

on these stressors and struggles.  

Consequences of burnout. There are a plethora of common consequences of 

burnout across occupations (Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Maxwell & Riley, 2017; Quinones 

et al., 2017). Employees experience a number of negative feelings towards the job, which 

can manifest in withdrawal from the job, low levels of commitment, absenteeism, and 

ultimately, leaving the job (Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Quinones et al., 2017). Continuing to 

work while experiencing burnout results in less productivity and lower quality work. In 

addition, people who are experiencing burnout have a negative impact on their colleagues 

(Maslach & Leiter, 2016). The negative feelings associated with burnout can create 

interpersonal conflict and disrupt others’ ability to complete tasks. In addition, the effects 

of burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 2016) can be contagious and spread among colleagues in a 

work environment. Employees experiencing the effects of burnout report lower levels of 

job satisfaction, high levels of cynicism, and low levels of motivation to remain in the job 

(Maxwell & Riley, 2017).  

One of the principal consequences of burnout is emotional exhaustion, the 

overwhelming fatigue that pervades an employee’s work life (Öztürk et al., 2017).  

Exhausted employees feel depleted, drained and lacking in emotional resources 

(Hülsheger, Alberts, Feinholdt, & Lang, 2013). A consequence of emotional exhaustion is 

a lack of ability to sustain the duties of their job, let alone function at high levels. When 
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employees feel pervasive negativity around their work and also high levels of emotional 

exhaustion, they are likely candidate to leave their employment (Beatty, 2000; Maslach & 

Leiter, 2016). The ultimate consequence of burnout is that people eventually quit their 

jobs. In one qualitative study, principals reported a desire to leave their leadership roles 

because the emotional toll was too high and staying in the job was simply not worth it 

(Beatty, 2000). 

Managing Burnout 

Increased workload, constant pressure, and the stress of the principalship leads to 

burnout and increased rates of early retirement (Sytsma, 2009; Wells, 2013a). The goal of 

managing burnout is for people to remains in their jobs and to be successful in the work 

they do (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). Social, situational, and environmental contexts of the 

workplace are important factors in the search for solutions to burnout and the research 

frequently asks, “Is it the person or is it the job that causes burnout?” (Maslach, 2017). 

Three proposed solutions to prevent burnout are: (1) eliminating or modifying stressors in 

the workplace, (2) helping people to manage and cope with stressors in the workplace (in 

order to reduce occupational stress), and (3) treating people who suffer from occupational 

stressors (Maslach, 2017). The second solution, “fixing the person,” focuses on changes 

that individuals can make to fight the effects of burnout. The overarching skill necessary 

for these types of changes is an increase in self-awareness and self-understanding. An 

individual must be able to make behavior changes based on their own personal strengths 

and weaknesses. For example, individuals can increase the amount of time and energy 

spent on health and fitness, including eating more nutritious food and losing excess 

weight. In addition, an increased use of relaxation techniques such as yoga, meditation, 

naps, and massages are effective personal changes. Another behavior change that relies 
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heavily on self-awareness is an increased use of coping skills. An individual must be able 

to pause for the moment necessary to recognize a stressor and make a cognitive 

reappraisal. This reliance on coping skills is a challenging behavior change because it 

requires a more proactive level of awareness. Another personal change that an individual 

can make is to change work patterns in order to rebalance work and personal life. For 

principals, this could include leaving work at a set time every day or limiting the time 

spent on email during the evenings and weekends. Lastly, research has also shown that 

increasing social support, such as getting feedback and comfort from colleagues or 

getting support from home, is strongly related to reducing the effects of burnout 

(Beausaert et al., 2016; Finne et al., 2016; Maslach, 2017; Steyn, 2013). Many of these 

approaches may be difficult for a principal to act on, however, because of lack of time. 

Leaders, such as school principals, can manage the effects of burnout and create 

more sustainable work practices if they engage in change processes through inner work 

and outer learning (Klocko & Wells, 2015; Senge, 1990; Sytsma, 2009; Wells, 2013b). 

Inner work is the personal mastery in which a leader engages when they seek to 

transform themselves for the benefit of their organization (Senge, 1990). Leaders must 

find their own paths for personal fulfilment in order to be able to genuinely give of 

themselves to their work organizations (Sytsma, 2009). The development of this self-

understanding and self-awareness directly benefits the organization. Leaders not being 

afraid to address inner fears of failure associated with job overload, for example, can 

directly translate into outer learning for an entire organization (Boyatzis & McKee, 

2005). Once principals recognize these needs in themselves, they can model appropriate 

ways of addressing them for their teachers and support teacher growth as a preventative 

measure against burnout. 
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Self-efficacy. Individuals can manage the detrimental effects of burnout by 

developing and nurturing stronger feelings of self-efficacy (Maslach, 2017). Bandura’s 

social cognitive theory (1986) explains how individual learning is shaped, molded, and 

influenced by observing and interacting with others, by personal experiences, and by 

interacting with the environment. Social cognitive theory includes the concept of self-

efficacy. Self-efficacy is the degree to which a person believes in their ability to 

successfully complete a task, overcome a challenge, or meet a goal (Bandura, 1982). 

People who view themselves with high self-efficacy believe in their ability to perform 

successfully when faced with difficult tasks and therefore can tackle and confront a 

challenge, instead of avoiding it (Bandura, 1977). Individuals determine their levels of 

personal efficacy, and can increase their personal efficacy, in four ways: their own past 

experience facing tasks and accomplishments, vicarious experiences watching others, 

cognitive and emotional readjustments before attempting a task, and being verbally 

persuaded and encouraged to complete a task or meet a goal (Bandura, 1977). Self-

efficacy is the foundation on which other self-management skills can be developed. 

A significant component of self-efficacy is agency (Bandura, 1986). Agency 

emphasizes the individual’s proactive ability to develop, regulate, reflect (Bandura, 

2006a). Agency has four principal characteristics: intentionality (the active choice to 

participate in an activity or task), forethought (the ability to predict or guess the outcomes 

of a future-oriented activity or task), self-reactiveness (the ability to respond and react 

with effective behaviors), and self-reflectiveness (the ability to reflect upon and assess 

the effectiveness of the individual’s thinking and behaviors) (Bandura, 2006a). Engaging 

one’s agency implies that there are no set points for how well an individual can complete 

a task or meet a goal. On the contrary, an individual can actively reflect upon, and make 
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changes to behavior in order to be successful facing a challenge.  

Self-efficacy can have a self-enhancing effect on how a principal thinks and acts 

(Bandura, 2006a; Federici, 2013; Oplatka, 2012; Petridou, Nicolaidou, & Karagiorgi, 

2017). Self-efficacious principals can adapt and change based on the circumstances of the 

school (Federici, 2013). This adaptive functioning allows principals to perceive an 

activity as threatening or challenging, and act to meet the threat or challenge, believing in 

their ability to do so. Principals develop self-efficacy through professional development 

or experience by learning and internalizing new behaviors, knowledge, and skills 

(Federici, 2013; Petridou et al., 2017). Principals might rely on their own skills and 

knowledge when faced with role overload or role ambiguity, in an effort to manage the 

effects of stress and the likelihood of burnout. 

 Eustress. An adaptive response to a stress can result in eustress, which derives 

from positive and healthy feelings (Selye, 1974). Eustress is experienced when the body 

or system has enough energy and resources to respond to the stressor and maintain 

homeostasis (Selye, 1974). According to Selye, eustress is optimal for working 

conditions (1974) because a certain amount of tension, pressure, anxiety, and fear 

motivates and inspires people to action and higher performance (Le Fevre et al., 2003). 

Le Fevre et al. (2003) accepted Selye’s idea that stress is an unavoidable presence in 

human life and therefore in the work realm. However, while the experience of stress is 

inevitable, the experience of distress is avoidable. In the workplace, employees could 

manage their stressors in order to increase the opportunity to experience eustress and 

move further down the distress-stress continuum (Le Fevre et al., 2003). 

 Researchers have accepted and adapted Selye’s definition of eustress (Kupriyano 

& Zhdanov, 2014; Li, Cao, & Li, 2016). Eustress is a form of stress that activates the 
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body’s natural ability to adapt (Kupriyano & Zhdanov, 2014). It is also the result of the 

body’s positive, healthy, and constructive response to a stressor. Ultimately, experiencing 

eustress means experiencing an increase in adaptive competencies and a decrease in 

limitations. It is possible to identify and analyze behavioral factors to determine the 

differences between the experience of eustress and other forms of stress (Li et al., 2016). 

Physiological measurements (heart rate, skin conductivity, blood pressure) of stress can 

be combined with behavioral self-reporting of performance to identify effective levels of 

stress. Effectively, eustress occurs when moderate levels of stress are combined with high 

levels of performance and elevated mood. The addition of the construct of mood implies 

that individuals will seek to savor eustress and choose the conditions when possible. 

Therefore, the eustress response itself has constructive value because it allows the body 

to activate resources to further adapt, survive, and thrive when faced with a similar 

situation in the future (Kupriyano & Zhdanov, 2014).  

Indicators that an individual is experiencing eustress are a positive attitude and 

emotions (Nelson & Simmons, 2011). There is vast potential in understanding the 

positive potential of eustress development, as opposed to analyzing the negative effects 

of distress (Hargrove, Cooper, & Hargrove, 2013). Leaders can create eustress and 

cultivate these positive attitudes and emotions as a way to engage their employees and 

improve their performance (Hargrove et al., 2013). Ultimately, school leaders who have 

high levels of self-efficacy and who can respond with consistent coping strategies can 

more easily manage the effects of burnout. 

Eustress in the work environment. Eustress, the positive response to a stressor, 

can be developed and savored within the work environment (Finne et al., 2016; Hargrove 

et al., 2015; Hargrove et al., 2013; Nelson & Simmons, 2011). Savoring is enjoying 
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something with gratitude and focusing on it with great pleasure and appreciation (Nelson 

& Simmons, 2004). Savoring the feelings of satisfaction, achievement, professional and 

personal fulfillment, and friendship and collegiality on the job can help employees to 

experience eustress within the otherwise distressful conditions of the work environment 

(Finne et al., 2016). Savoring positive working conditions can also enable and facilitate 

high performance. Finne et al. (2016) have found that both positive attitudes and mental 

health can be developed and joy can be savored on the job. Quinones et al. (2017) also 

reported that employees can thrive with a specific experience on the job. Workers can 

experience eustress, “the ability to overcome the demands using appropriate resources 

that in turn help them develop valued personal resources” (Quinones et al., 2017, p. 6), 

when they evaluate a work-related stressor as a challenge. This ability to identify 

stressors as positive sources of professional growth and challenge impacts mood, levels 

of work engagement, and the overall psychological effects of eustress.   

Psychological benefits of eustress. Eustress is a contributing factor to happiness, 

health, and well-being (Finne et al., 2016; Hargrove et al., 2013; Nelson & Simmons, 

2011) and can be generated as a strategy to counter the effects of burnout. Eustress is “the 

positive psychological response to a stressor, as indicated by the presence of positive 

psychological states” (Nelson & Simmons, 2011, p. 59) such as feeling of hope and a 

sense of purpose. The eustress experience is one of positive affect and is congruent with 

feelings of hope, vigor, meaningfulness, and satisfaction (Hargrove et al., 2013). 

Nurturing feelings of eustress help employees to further commit to a job because the 

demands of the work are seen as manageable (Nelson & Simmons, 2011) and filled with 

meaning. 

Frequent positive feelings generated from cognitive reappraisal can result in 



THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN COPING SKILLS AND BURNOUT IN 
INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL PRINCIPALS 

54 

positive attitudes towards the job, including commitment to the work and feelings of 

efficacy (Quinones et al., 2017). In a quantitative study measuring the emotional 

regulation strategies of over 500 amusement park workers in England and Spain, 

researchers investigated the consequences of cognitive reappraisal in the work 

environment and found that many employees were cognitively and consciously 

generating eustress (Quinones et al., 2017). The creation of eustress resulted in feelings 

of thriving. In their study of 4,000 Norwegian workers, Finne et al. (2016) found similar 

results: a positive attitude can act as a buffer to distressful situations and can limit the 

negative effects of distress. Positive attitudes that result from eustress can counter the 

negative feelings of cynicism and emotional exhaustion that are associated with burnout 

(Finne et al., 2016; Hargrove et al., 2013). 

 Eustressed workers describe their experiences of work using positive terms: being 

actively engaged in a task, being awake, being present, and feeling exhilaration 

(Hargrove et al., 2013). Athletes and nurses who explained their states of eustress 

described being at the “top of their game,” being in sync, and flowing with their 

colleagues and the people around them (Hargrove et al., 2013). Nurses reported feeling 

that this positive, mindful state of challenge can be felt even when dealing with the death 

of patients (Hargrove et al., 2013). Eustressed workers are engaged in the work around 

them, even when the work environment is a war zone or a hospital (Nelson & Simmons, 

2011). Eustress is clearly connected to health and well-being, and it also helps to generate 

positive work performance (Hargrove et al., 2013). 

 Additional studies further support Lazarus’s conclusion that each individual 

employee interprets a stressor through individual differences, identifying it as either a 

demand or an engaging challenge (Hargrove et al., 2013; Quinones et al., 2017). Instead 
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of a manager trying to reduce the amount of distress that an employee experiences, the 

study suggested that leaders should support their employees either through coaching or 

individual interventions so that they interpret stressors in positive ways (Quinones et al., 

2017). The authors suggested cognitive reappraisal of a stressor in order to make some 

stressors function as eustress (Quinones et al., 2017).  

 It is possible to accurately measure the distress and eustress reactions to the same 

demands (Rodríguez, Kozusznik, & Peiró, 2013), with an appraisal tool such as the 

Valencia Eustress-Distress Appraisal Scale. Experiences can trigger positive 

consequences that impact well-being, work satisfaction, commitment to the job, and high 

job engagement (Rodríguez et al., 2013), which can be identified through quantitative 

survey instruments. Eustress can also trigger positive energy and activate higher levels of 

productivity (Rodríguez et al., 2013). The appraisal of the stressor is the key; it can be 

interpreted as either an insurmountable challenge or an opportunity. When the stressor is 

assessed as an opportunity, it can help to alleviate the symptoms characteristic of distress 

(Hargrove et al., 2013). 

Homeostasis. To manage the effects of burnout, individuals can rebalance their 

work to maintain homeostasis (Klocko & Wells, 2015; Sytsma, 2009; Wells, 2013b). 

Scientists have been impressed with, and have studied, the human body’s ability to 

maintain stability (Cannon, 1929) for centuries. In the seminal work, Wisdom of the 

Body, Cannon originated the term homeostasis (Fletcher, 1942). Homeostasis is a natural 

tendency of the body to seek states of stability and equanimity as the normative operative 

levels (Fletcher, 1942). Humans have the natural and innate ability to neutralize negative 

disturbances with a compensatory reaction or activity (Cannon, 1929). The human being 

also has the agency to free itself from the negative influences and changes it experiences 
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from the environment (Cannon, 1929). Fletcher further asserted that this adaptability is a 

type of intelligence (1942). Homeostasis applies to both physiological and psychological 

states (Fletcher, 1942). The category of homeostasis can extend to self-regulation, self-

preservation, as well as acquiring new habits of mind and new ways of operating 

(Fletcher, 1942).  

 Psychological homeostasis is the human ability to control and maintain emotional 

tranquility (Plummer, 1981). Wyer, Chiu, & Hong (2009) expanded on this perspective, 

and explained that psychological homeostasis is the constancy of a person’s stimulation 

level, at which a person feels most comfortable or pleasant. If physiological or 

psychological stimulation is too high or too low, the body will naturally attempt to 

regulate itself (Wyer et al., 2009). It can be extrapolated, therefore, that the body can 

have a positive or a negative response to a psychological stressor (stimulation). Sigmund 

Freud, Igor Pavlov, and Walter Cannon were among the original psychologists to assert 

this belief in a psychosomatic mechanism — that personality factors and emotions have 

an impact on physical health and equilibrium (Moos & Schaefer, 1984).  

 Subjective wellbeing homeostasis. Subjective Wellbeing (SWB) Homeostasis 

theory asserts that each person’s point of homeostasis is unique, individual, and based on 

genetically determined set points (Cummins & Wooden, 2014). When SWB moves away 

from its set point, restabilizing forces naturally engage. These stabilizing forces include 

cognitive decisions and behavior changes. Three positive restabilizing forces are self-

esteem, perceived control, and optimism (Cummins & Wooden, 2014). These 

psychological strategies help to maintain homeostasis because an individual will make 

changes, readjust, and realign in order to move back to the desired set point. The process 

of adjustment and recovery to return to homeostasis varies greatly from one individual to 
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the next. Stability is defined as the speed at which the physiological and psychological 

systems return to a stable state after a temporary stressor (Cummins & Wooden, 2014). 

People with higher set points for SWB also have higher levels of resilience and stability, 

and can more easily regulate their homeostasis (Cummins & Wooden, 2014).   

 In order to prevent distress reactions that result in burnout, workers must maintain 

personal homeostasis and develop sustainable and satisfying work practices (Branecki, 

2012; Hassan, 2014; Sytsma, 2009). In developing a curriculum for stressed medical 

residents, Branecki (2012) focused on strategies to maintain personal homeostasis and 

avoid imbalance in one’s life. Strategies for developing and maintaining personal 

homeostasis include becoming more organized at work, prioritizing tasks, making efforts 

to manage work-home balance, and even taking leave from work in order to mentally 

regroup and recuperate (2012). Personal homeostasis also emphasizes the elimination of 

dissociation and cynicism in one’s work life (Branecki, 2012), which are factors in two of 

the central attributes of burnout. Principals can develop awareness of when their personal 

homeostasis is disturbed (Wells, 2015) by pausing and taking a moment to assess the 

feelings in their body and mind (Marturano, 2014). Just a moment of pause can invite the 

opportunity to make a mental shift and readjust towards a more equanimous state of 

homeostasis. 

In order to avoid burnout and increase job satisfaction, principals in a recent study 

identified that they needed to develop more effective and frequent strategies for self-

renewal (Drago-Severson et al., 2012), which are similar to the stabilizing forces that 

promote SWB. Strategies for self-renewal could include exercise, meditation, and 

reflective dialogue with colleagues. Principals who do not employ strategies to maintain 

balance and resiliency often leave the profession. The development of personal 
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homeostasis helps to reduce the effects of burnout: emotional fatigue, decreased job 

performance, and lower career satisfaction. 

 Engagement. Researchers have broadened the construct of burnout to include 

“engagement” as its positive inverse (Leroy, Anseel, Dimitrova, & Sels, 2013; Maslach & 

Leiter, 1999, 2016). One way of viewing engagement is to see it at the opposite end of 

burnout on a continuum. Engagement is “a state of high energy, strong involvement, and 

a sense of efficacy” (Maslach & Leiter, 1999, p. 278). Another definition asserts that 

engagement is a positive and fulfilling motivational state that is independent of burnout 

(Schaufeli, Salanova, González-Romá, & Bakker, 2002). Engagement extends to levels 

of fulfillment that are characterized by “vigor, dedication, and absorption” (Maslach & 

Leiter, 2016, p. 104). Vigor is characterized by a high level of energy focused on work 

tasks, perseverance, and the commitment to invest in the work (Kotzé & Nel, 2016). 

Vigor can be identified as the opposite of emotional exhaustion, a component of burnout. 

Dedication is evident when employees take pride in their work and seek further 

opportunities to engage and invest. Dedication can be identified as the opposite of 

cynicism, a component of burnout (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Lastly, absorption is evident 

when employees are so immersed in the work that it is difficult to disconnect or 

disengage. Absorption is the willingness to keep working, despite long hours or 

challenging tasks. Despite the sheer volume of administrative tasks, many principals 

report high levels of absorption in the long hours of work (Federici, 2013). They are 

present in the work and choose to continue their focus and attention on the work. When 

workers are absorbed, time passes quickly, and they continue to be present and absorbed 

by the work.  

 Incorporating both definitions of engagement can contribute to homeostasis. 
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Savoring positive motivational states and sustaining engagement in the workplace can be 

viewed as facets of homeostasis, strategies to manage the effects of burnout. Employees 

can play a proactive role in work engagement as a strategy to maintain homeostasis 

(Leroy et al., 2013) when they choose to be present and awake, and engage in a 

heightened sense of awareness around the work (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Engagement is a 

prolonged, positive state, not a moment-to-moment experience.  

Coping  

Coping is a process to manage overwhelming demands through thoughts and 

actions (Lazarus, 1993b). This ability can be engaged over time as an ongoing effort 

deriving from self-efficacy. Bandura’s principles of agency — intentionality (the active 

choice to participate in an activity or task), forethought (the ability to predict or guess the 

outcomes of a future-oriented activity or task), self-reactiveness (the ability to respond 

and react with effective behaviors), and self-reflectiveness (the ability to reflect upon and 

assess the effectiveness of the individual’s thinking and behaviors) (2006a) — suggest 

that an individual must be actively involved in the cognitive process of self-efficacy. This 

self-efficacy, in turn, manifests itself into active and proactive coping. 

Tobin, Holroyd, Reynolds, and Wigal (1989) developed their theories of coping to 

build on the Ways of Coping work of Lazarus and Folkman (1984). Tobin et al. suggest 

that there are four types of coping: emotion-focused and problem-focused, engagement 

and non-engagement strategies. The engagement-focused strategies: problems solving, 

cognitive restructuring, seeking emotional social support, and expressing emotions derive 

directly from Bandura’s principles of agency (2006b) because these engagement 

strategies require an individual to actively reflect and then intentionally act. Tobin et al. 

identified the category of problem solving coping strategies to change the stressful 



THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN COPING SKILLS AND BURNOUT IN 
INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL PRINCIPALS 

60 

situation. Cognitive restructuring alters the meaning of the stressful transaction as a 

coping strategy. In addition, expressing emotions and seeking social support are coping 

strategies that release the impact of the stressful situation.  

Additional skills to effectively cope with occupational stress and distress include 

cognitive reappraisal, resolving long-term and ongoing conflicts, and managing one’s 

time more effectively and efficiently at work (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). Similar to 

Lazarus and Folkman (1987) and Tobin et al. (1989), Nelson and Simmons (2011) 

explain that individuals select specific strategies to cope with, alleviate, or eliminate the 

negative responses to the demand or stressor. Individuals can choose to proactively 

defend against stress with specific coping mechanisms (Maslach & Leiter, 2016), which 

relies on agency. Coping itself, however, is neutral; some coping mechanisms may be 

effective while others are ineffective (Baqutayan, 2015), depending on the individual and 

on their levels of self-efficacy. 

Summary 

The principal job contains managerial, moral, and instructional facets that make it 

a complex leadership role (Fry & Kriger, 2009; Leithwood et al., 2008; Murphy, 2016; 

Oplatka, 2012; Pounder & Merrill, 2001; Wells, 2013a). Role conflict occurs when there 

are contradictory job demands and job expectations placed on an employee and it is not 

clear which of these demands and expectations they should focus on meeting (Brumels & 

Beach, 2008). Principals experience role ambiguity when the goals and expectations of 

the role are poorly defined, ambiguous, or imprecise (Bauer & Brazer, 2013). Role 

overload is another type of role stressor that principals experience. Role overload occurs 

when there are abundant tasks, goals, and responsibilities attached to the job with limited 

time and resources to effectively complete them (Lindberg, 2012). A common 
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consequence of role conflict, role ambiguity, and role overload is stress. Stress can be 

experienced as a process that includes a stressor (an internal or external demand) and a 

stress response, the coping mechanisms that the mind and body select in order to adapt to 

the stressor (Lazarus, 1993b). Stressors at work manifest themselves in a variety of 

negative effects, including acute distress (Le Fevre et al., 2003). The psychological 

effects of distress can be depression, low self-efficacy, and anxiety (van der Merwe & 

Parsotam, 2012). The negative effects of distress can be detrimental to an employee’s 

ability to effectively do their job (Finne et al., 2016). 

 The consequences of occupational stressors are harmful to principals and prevent 

them from being effective (Klocko & Wells, 2015; Le Fevre et al., 2003; van der Merwe 

& Parsotam, 2012). Job satisfaction is the degree to which an employee has positive 

feelings and emotions associated with the appraisal of their job (Yaacob & Long, 2015). 

Distressed employees frequently feel job dissatisfaction (Drago-Severson et al., 2012). In 

addition, distressed employees feel job insecurity, which is the perceived threat to the 

continuation of their employment (Ángulo & Osea, 2012). Lastly, the dimensions of role 

complexity negatively impact job performance. Employees experiencing role stressors 

perform at lower levels of efficiency and far from peak performance (Ángulo & Osea, 

2012; Lindberg, 2012).  

 Role complexity and stress in the principalship are the primary factors that lead to 

burnout (Lindberg, 2012). Burnout is a decreasing commitment to work, feelings of 

dissatisfaction, and disillusionment (Montero-Marín et al., 2009). A more detailed 

component of burnout is the pervasive feeling of exhaustion: physical fatigue, emotional 

exhaustion, and cognitive weariness (Maslach, 2017). Burnout is caused by many factors, 

each of which many be experienced differently depending on the individual employee 
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(Klocko & Wells, 2015). Many factors contribute to burnout, including role overload, 

stress, a lack of resources, a lack of control in the job, a lack of compensation for the 

work, or a dearth in social support within the work community (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). 

Principals are experiencing and reporting higher levels of burnout than ever before 

(Beausaert et al., 2016; Johnson, 2007). The common denominators among principals 

who leave the role are the long hours of an exhausting workload, negative and toxic 

school cultures, and managing highly emotional conflicts between any combination of 

parents, teachers, students, unions, and central office administrators (Stephenson & 

Bauer, 2010). The underlying characteristic of burnout in principals is sheer exhaustion in 

all of its forms. The consequences of burnout are cynicism, anger, frustration, lower 

quality work, and lower levels of commitment to the job (Quinones et al., 2017). It is 

understandable that between 2011 and 2013, 20% of America’s principals choose to quit 

their job, the ultimate consequence of burnout (Beatty, 2000; “Schools and Staffing 

Survey (SASS),” n.d.). Developing self-awareness, strong levels of self-efficacy, and 

effective coping skills might be the answer to the severe levels of distress that principals 

currently report. 

The first part of this chapter introduced the content, scope, and organization of the 

study. The introduction included a description of the role of the principal and its 

complexities. The first part of this chapter also called attention to the three major role 

stressors that principals experience: role overload, role conflict, and role ambiguity. The 

challenges of the principal’s role manifest into distress, which has significant negative 

psychological consequences. In turn, distress and its effects negatively impact the ways 

principals feel about job satisfaction, job security, and job performance.  

The second part of this chapter reviewed the construct of burnout: its causes, 
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consequences, and manifestation in the lives of principals. Additionally, the chapter 

provides information about managing burnout with three strategies of increasing self-

efficacy, savoring eustress, and maintaining homeostasis. The chapter concludes with a 

summary of the literature review.  

 After reviewing available literature and research, it is clear that more research is 

needed on coping skills and their full potential in assisting principals to avert burnout 

(Beausaert et al., 2016; Hargrove et al., 2013; Klocko & Wells, 2015; Wells, 2013c). 

Furthermore, the use of coping skills as a burnout-averting strategy has not yet been 

examined in international school principals. It is obvious, therefore, that the next step is 

to ask the international school principals themselves about the coping skills that they use. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

Introduction  

 After reviewing the literature on the effects of chronic stress and burnout in the 

lives of principals, it is clear that more research is needed in order to understand how 

specific coping skills might support principals to be more effective school leaders. The 

role of the principal has transformed from manager of a school building to instructional 

leader and includes moral, interpersonal, instructional, and administrative responsibilities 

beyond basic management that make the job challenging and highly complex (Fry & 

Kriger, 2009; Leithwood et al., 2008; Murphy, 2016; Oplatka, 2012; Pounder & Merrill, 

2001; Wells, 2013a). Because of the complexities of the principal job, school leaders 

often experience high levels of stress (Cranston et al., 2003; Wells, 2013a, 2013c). This 

distress frequently manifests itself in significant negative psychological consequences, 

including anxiety, depression, anger, emotional exhaustion, feelings of incompetence, 

hopelessness, tension, and a lack of ability to think logically (Finne et al., 2016; van der 

Merwe & Parsotam, 2012). The reported effect of this distress for principals is low levels 

of job satisfaction and job security (Klocko & Wells, 2015; Le Fevre et al., 2003; van der 

Merwe & Parsotam, 2012). Distress also makes it difficult to perform at high levels of 

efficacy and job performance suffers (Ángulo & Osea, 2012).  

 Because of the stress experienced by principals, they report frequent feelings of 

emotional exhaustion, cognitive weariness, cynicism, and low levels of personal 

accomplishment, which are all dimensions of burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 2016; 

Metropolitan Life Insurance Company & Harris Interactive Inc., 2013). Burnout is a 

psychological response to a prolonged exposure to chronic stress in the work 

environment (Maslach & Leiter, 2016) that leads to turnover. Coping with distress is a 
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significant strategy to avoid the consequences of burnout (Kupriyano & Zhdanov, 2014; 

Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Nelson & Simmons, 2011; Sytsma, 2009). A strong level of 

self-efficacy, as it translates into coping skills, is the underpinning for effectively 

managing the symptoms and effects of burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). Therefore, it is 

advantageous to understand what role coping strategies play for principals in order to 

manage and avoid the symptoms of burnout. 

Purpose and research questions. After reviewing the literature about stress and 

burnout in the principalship, it is clear that more research is needed on how principals can 

manage the effects of burnout or avert burnout altogether  The purpose of the study is to 

understand possible relationships between coping skills and the three dimensions of 

burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 2016): emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and lowered 

job accomplishment. Inferences and generalizations about characteristics, behavior, and 

attitudes of principals will be made from this study. The purpose of the study will also be 

to answer the following research question: 

1. Are coping skills predictors of burnout in international school principals? 

To further understand the three specific dimensions of burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 2016), 

the researcher will also investigate the following questions: 

a. Do coping skills predict the frequency of emotional exhaustion? 

b. Do coping skills predict the frequency of depersonalization? 

c. Do coping skills predict the frequency of personal accomplishment? 

Chapter Three introduces the details of the methodology selected to conduct this 

study. The research rationale, sample and participant information, survey instruments, 

and data collection and analysis methods are presented in the chapter. The chapter closes 

by outlining the limitations and advantages of the research design used in the study. 
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Rationale for Research Approach 

 This study used a quantitative, non-experimental design because the researcher 

sought to understand the participants as they exist naturally, without introducing a 

treatment or manipulation (Patten & Newhart, 2018). The design was also cross-

sectional, as opposed to longitudinal, because the study will examine participants at one 

moment in time and not over a period of months of years. In addition, survey design 

allows for rapid data collection (Creswell, 2013b). This study did not manipulate 

variables. The quantitative survey asked participants about their attitudes, behaviors, 

beliefs, and skills instead of observing them (Patten & Newhart, 2018). The researcher 

then investigated the relationships between and among variables (Creswell, 2013a). The 

findings from this study will add to the professional body of empirical knowledge about 

principals’ use of coping strategies.  

Research Sample and Data Source 

 Population and setting. The population of this study will be principals working in 

international schools. There are 1,453 international schools in 133 countries across six 

continents (“Schools Worldwide,” 2018). This study will be conducted with elementary 

school principals, middle school principals, high school principals, K-12 principals, and 

grades 6-12 principals. International schools can be comprised of a primary and 

secondary school, and therefore employ two principals. Depending on the size of the 

school, it could also have elementary, middle, and high school divisions, and employ 

three principals. Some international schools have two campuses, each with K-12 schools, 

and therefore may have as many as six principals. For the purpose of this study, the 

researcher will assume an average of two principals per international school. The total 

number of principals, therefore, in the 1,453 international schools is 2,906, which will 
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serve as the population (N) for this study.  

 Sampling Procedure. The sample of participants was identified through 

convenience sampling because of the design, nature, and purpose of the study. 

Convenience sampling is the selection of participants in the study based on their 

availability to the researcher (Palinkas et al., 2015) and because the specific population 

meets particular criteria (Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2015). The study targeted principals 

working in international schools. The sample was 35% of the 2906 international school 

principals (n = 1017). This statistically valid percentage allowed the researcher to 

generalize back to the population of international school principals.  

Data Collection 

 The researcher designed and distributed the survey instrument using the program 

Qualtrics (2018). Two surveys will be combined, for a total of 38 survey items. In 

addition to the survey questions, this survey asked seven basic demographic questions 

about age, gender, years of employment as a principal, and years of employment as a 

principal in an international school. Using Qualtrics software (2018), the estimated 

completion time of the entire survey was nine minutes. Despite the volume of questions, 

there was a low risk for survey fatigue because of the estimated timeframe for completion 

(Chudoba, 2018; Wise & Barham, 2012). The data were collected by the researcher. 

Instrumentation.  

 Coping skills. The Coping Strategies Inventory Short Form (CSI-SF) (Tobin et 

al., 1989) was used. The CSI-SF is a reliable instrument; developed in 1984 it has been 

translated into numerous languages and been used in studies around the world (Addison 

et al., 2007; Rubio, Dumitrache, Cordón-Pozo, & Rubio-Herrera, 2016; D. L. Tobin et 

al., 1989). The CSI-SF is composed of 16 items that measure the frequency with which 
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they use specific coping strategies listed. Responses are given on a Likert scale from 1 

(“Never”) to 5 (“Almost Always”). The responses can be categorized into four sub-

classifications: emotion-focused and problem-focused, engagement and non-engagement 

strategies. Cronbach’s alphas for the inventory range from .58 - .72 (Addison et al.,2007; 

Tobin et al., 1989), which shows that the CSI-SF is internally consistent. Past use of the 

CSI-SF indicates that it is a reliable tool to measure coping strategies. 

 Burnout. Burnout was measured with the Maslach Burnout Inventory Educators 

Survey (MBI-ES) (Maslach et al., 1996). The MBI-ES is the most widely and commonly 

used instrument to measure burnout in the fields of education, nursing, businesses, and 

organizations. The MBI-ES is comprised of 22 items that measure educators’ attitudes 

and feelings their job in three dimensions of burnout: emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and personal accomplishment. Responses are given on a scale from 0 

(“never”) to 6 (“every day”). High scores in the emotional exhaustion and 

depersonalization domain indicate high degrees of burnout. High scores in the subscales 

of personal accomplishment are associated with a low degree of burnout (Butler & 

Constantine, 2005). Cronbach’s alpha for the inventory is .74 (Kokkinos, 2006), which 

shows that the MBI-ES is internally consistent and accurately measures the three 

dimensions of burnout. 

Procedures. The researcher adhered to all Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

regulations during every part of the study and obtained IRB approval before beginning 

the study. The researcher obtained consent from all participants before conducting the 

research. The survey was anonymous; it did not ask for any information that would have 

enabled the researcher to identify or trace any information back to any individual 

participant. Completion of the survey was considered to indicate participant consent. 



THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN COPING SKILLS AND BURNOUT IN 
INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL PRINCIPALS 

69 

 The researcher has access to a listserv that directs email to international school 

principals and used this to email each principal an introductory letter explaining the 

rationale purpose of the study, with a link to the survey. The survey invited principals to 

answer seven demographic questions and respond to 45 statements about coping skills 

and burnout. The survey link directed participants to the Qualtrics survey (2018), hosted 

by Plymouth State University. Those who chose to complete the survey formed the 

participant sample. An email reminder to complete the survey was sent seven days after 

the invitation in an effort to increase the total number of participants in the sample.  

 Data collection ended 14 days after the survey was distributed. Data storage and 

security followed IRB regulations. The researcher downloaded the survey data from 

Qualtrics on to a thumb drive that was password-protected, encrypted, and stored in a 

safe in the researcher’s home office that is accessible only to the researcher. The 

researcher imported the data in the form of a .csv file from Qualtrics into IBM SPSS 

Statistics for Macintosh (Version 25). The researcher will hold the data indefinitely.  

Data Analysis 

 The data analysis began with careful cleaning and preparation of the data in order 

to account for missing and incomplete data, and to remove duplicate data (Manikandan, 

2010). The only data analyzed were the survey data. The research design includes a 

regression equation in order to identify predictive relationships between coping skills and 

burnout in international school principals. Standard multiple linear regression analyses 

were conducted to answer the research questions. Multiple linear regression analysis is a 

test that includes two or more independent variables and one dependent variable in order 

to make predictions (Field, 2013; Harlow, 2014). Multiple linear regression analysis 

allows researchers to look at the “bigger picture” of how multiple variables relate to a 
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particular outcome, such as burnout, and also at the close-up, detailed pictures of how 

important each predictor variable is relative to the outcome (Harlow, 2014). Multiple 

linear regression analysis takes a complicated process and turns it into a set of lines that 

can be analyzed (Laflamme, 2018a), a simple relationship with a visual representation 

that will allow the researcher to view a “regressed” relationship between a number of 

variables. This study seeks to predict a range of responses about burnout, and therefore 

the statistical test will be a multiple linear regression analysis.  

 The researcher used IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 25) to perform a multiple linear 

regression analysis to assess possible predictor variables for each dimension of burnout. 

Because the aim of this study is to understand all four of the coping skills independent 

variables (problem-focusing engagement coping strategies, emotion-focusing 

engagement coping strategies, problem-focusing disengagement coping strategies, and 

emotion-focusing disengagement strategies), it is not possible to use a simple linear 

regression analysis to answer the research questions. The analysis will present a standard 

view of how coping skills relate to each burnout dimension. The final step of data 

analysis was to share the findings in figures, tables, and graphs, to help interpret the 

results of the statistical tests (Creswell, 2013b). This data interpretation described how 

the results of the statistical analysis answered the research questions. In addition, the data 

interpretation discussed the implications of the results for principals in practice and the 

implication of the results for future researchers (Creswell, 2013b).  

Issues of Trustworthiness 

This study allows the researcher to state conclusions about the role of coping 

strategies in predicting the frequency of burnout in international school principals. 

However, no assurances can be made that other unidentifiable variables will not be the 
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true cause of any differences between the independent variables on the dependent 

variables. It will be assumed that participants answer the questions and respond to the 

statements honestly, and that the survey responses accurately report their responses.  

Limitations and Delimitations  

 The data collected from the Coping Strategies Inventory Short Form and the 

Maslach Burnout Inventory Educators Survey were limited by including only principals 

in international schools and might not be generalizable to principals in US-based public 

and independent schools. Other limitations include the fact that the survey results are not 

longitudinal and represent only a single snapshot in time. The researcher specifically 

studied principals in the international school setting in order to limit the scope of study. 

This limitation, however, also facilitates the ability to generalize the results across this 

single setting, though not to principals in other settings. Despite these limitations, the 

information yielded from this study is valuable to international school principals in 

addressing stress and burnout. 

Summary 
This study used a quantitative, non-experimental, design to understand possible 

relationships between coping skills and the three dimensions of burnout (Maslach & 

Leiter, 2016): emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and lowered job accomplishment. 

The population of this study was the 2,906 international school principals working in 

1,453 international schools, in 133 countries, across seven continents (“Schools 

Worldwide,” 2018). The study targeted principals working in international schools 

because the researcher specifically sought information about this population. The 

researcher designed and distributed the survey instrument using the program Qualtrics 

(2018). Two surveys, The Coping Strategies Inventory Short Form (CSI-SF) (D. L. Tobin 



THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN COPING SKILLS AND BURNOUT IN 
INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL PRINCIPALS 

72 

et al., 1989) and the Maslach Burnout Inventory Educators Survey (MBI-ES) (Maslach et 

al., 1996) were combined with seven demographics questions. The researcher distributed 

the invitation, the consent letter, and the survey using an international school principal 

listserv to which she has access as an international school employee. The research design 

included a regression equation to identify predictive relationships between coping skills 

and burnout in international school principals. The researcher used SPSS (v.25) to 

analyze the survey data. Standard multiple linear regression analyses were conducted 

(Harlow, 2014) to answer the research questions. The information yielded from this study 

should be valuable to international school principals in addressing the role of coping 

strategies in managing stress and burnout. 
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Chapter Four: Findings 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to understand the predictive possibilities of coping 

skills in relation to stress and burnout in international school principals. A quantitative 

non-experimental survey design was selected because it allowed the researcher to 

understand the participants as they exist naturally, without introducing a treatment or 

manipulation of predictor variables or subjects (Patten & Newhart, 2018). The researcher 

used multiple linear regression analysis in order to identify the strength of the effect of 

the predictor variables on criterion variables (Laflamme, 2018a). In addition, multiple 

linear regression was selected as the data analysis technique because it can be used to 

predict effects and impacts of change, in addition to possibly predicting future values of 

burnout (Field, 2013). Lastly, regression was selected because this is a popular and 

common analytical approach used to study the relationship between multiple variables 

(Field, 2013).  

Organization of the Chapter 

Chapter Four contains an overview of the procedures for quantitative data 

analysis from the sample of international school principals. It includes the procedures 

used for the analysis and a description of the demographic characteristics of the sample. 

This chapter describes how the data were analyzed and reports those results. The first part 

of the chapter provides the descriptive statistics of the sample. The second part of the 

study provides the data analysis procedure, using Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences (SPSS, Version 25) software, including the subsequent output analysis. The 

final part provides the research findings that answer the research questions. Three 

research questions were developed for this study: 
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1. Do coping skills predict the frequency of emotional exhaustion? 

2. Do coping skills predict the frequency of depersonalization? 

3. Do coping skills predict the frequency of personal accomplishment? 

Variables 

 The study employed data derived from the responses of international school 

principals to seven demographic questions and 37 questions from two surveys.  

Demographic variables. The demographic questions asked about gender,  age, 

the size of the principal’s current school, the division level led by the principal, the 

numbers of years’ experience as a principal in their current school and any other school, 

and the number of years’ experience as an international school principal. The 

demographic variables were collected to be used to investigate any unanticipated results. 

Predictor variables. The predictor variables (independent variables) were 

derived from the Coping Strategies Inventory Short Form (CSI-SF) (Tobin et al., 1989). 

The predictor variables were problem-focused engagement, emotion-focused 

engagement, problem-focused disengagement, and emotion-focused disengagement. 

Hierarchical factor analysis of the CSI supports these four subscales (Tobin, 2001). 

Criterion variables. The criterion (dependent) variables were derived from the 

Maslach Burnout Inventory Educators Survey (MBI-ES) (Maslach et al., 1996). The 22-

item inventory is comprised of three subscales that measure dimensions of burnout. The 

criterion variables were the three dimensions of burnout: emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and personal accomplishment. The inventory does not provide a single 

measurement of burnout, but high levels of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, 

combined with low levels of personal accomplishment indicate a high level of burnout 

(Kokkinos, 2006). The data were formatted and imported into the SPSS software. 
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Results 

The data for the study were extracted from the international school principal 

responses to the Coping Strategies Inventory Short Form (CRI-SF) (Tobin et al., 1989) 

and the Maslach Burnout Inventory Educators Survey (MBI-ES) (Maslach et al., 1996). 

The CSI-SF and MBI-ES were distributed between August 26, 2018, and September 7, 

2018. The total population (N) invited to participate in the study was 2,906 principals. 

The response rate for the study was 4%. Using convenience sampling, the number of 

principals who formed the sample (n) was 117. Responses to the instruments were 

extracted from Qualtrics as an electronic spreadsheet, then SPSS (Version 25) was used 

to perform the data analysis. The score of each subscale of the CSI-SF was determined by 

calculating a mean for all of the items connected with each coping skill. The score of 

each subscale of the MBI-ES was determined by calculating a mean for each dimension. 

A multiple linear regression was calculated to examine predictive relationships between 

burnout and coping skills.  

Demographic Information 

Demographic data was collected to get a better understanding of the 

characteristics of the sample to identify any noticeable patterns or unanticipated results. 

Demographic data for the participants are presented in Tables 4.1-4.7.   

Table 4.1 displays the number and percentage of principals from each gender 

represented in the sample: female and male.   
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Table 4.1 
 
Gender of the Principals 
Demographic  Category Number Percentage 

 Female 60 51.3% 
 Male 57 48.4% 

n = 117 
 

Table 4.2 displays the percentage of principals from each age group represented 

in the sample: under 25 years old, 25-30 years old, 31-36 years old, 37-42 years old, 43-

48 years old, 49-54 years old, 55-60 years old, and 61 years or over.   

Table 4.2 

Age Groups of the Principals 
Demographic  Category Number Percentage 
Age Under 25 0 0% 
 25-30 0 0% 
 31-36 8 6.8% 
 37-42 19 16.2% 
 43-48 34 29.1% 
 49-54 32 27.4% 
 55-60 13 11.1% 
 61 and over 11 9.4% 

n = 117 
 

Table 4.3 displays the percentage of principals from each school level represented 

in the sample: Elementary (K-5), Middle (6-8), High (9-12), Whole school (K-12), 

Primary (K-8), and Secondary (6-12). 
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Table 4.3 
 
Number and Percentage of Principals in Each School Level Category 
Demographic  Category Number Percentage 
School Level  Elementary (K-5) 35 29.9% 
 Middle (6-8) 

High school (9-12) 
22 
14 

18.8% 
12.0% 

 Whole school (K12) 21 18.0% 
 Primary (K-8) 5 4.3% 
 Secondary (6-12) 20 17.0% 

n = 117 
 

Table 4.4 displays the total number of students enrolled in the responding 

principal’s school, including all divisions (elementary, middle, and high school) in the 

sample: less than 200 students, 200-400 students, 401-600 students, 601-800 students, 

801-1,000 students, 1,001-1,200 students, 1,201-1,400 students, 1,401-1,600 students, 

1,601-1,800 students, and more than 1800 students. 

Table 4.4 
 
Total Number of Students Enrolled in the Principal’s School 
Demographic  Category Number Percentage 
School Size  Less than 200 5 4.2% 
 200-400 24 20.5% 
 401-600 21 18.0% 
 601-800 14 12.0% 
 801-1,000 11 9.4% 
 1,001-1,200 11 9.4% 
 1,201-1,400 10 8.4% 
 1,401-1,600 1 .9% 
 1,601-1,800 7 6.0% 
 More than 1,800 13 11.1% 

n=117 
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Table 4.5 displays the breakdown of the sample by years of experience in the 

current school: 0-3 years, 4-7 years, 8-11 years, 12-15 years, 16-19 years, and 20 or more 

years. 

Table 4.5 

Number of Years’ Experience as Principal in Current School 
Demographic  Category Number Percentage 
Years in Current School  0-3 57 48.7% 
 4-7 

8-11 
46 
9 

39.3% 
7.6% 

 12-15 3 2.6% 
 16-19 1 .9% 
 20+ 1 .9% 

n=117 
 

Table 4.6 displays the breakdown of the sample by years of experience as a 

principal for the current and any other school: 0-3 years, 4-7 years, 8-11 years, 12-15 

years, 16-19 years, and 20 or more years. 

Table 4.6 

Number of Years’ Experience as Principal of Current or Any Other School  
Demographic  Category Number Percentage 
Years in any School 0-3 50 42.8% 
 4-7 

8-11 
28 
16 

23.9% 
13.6% 

 12-15 12 10.3% 
 16-19 5 4.3% 
 20+ 6 5.1% 

n =117 
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Table 4.7 displays the breakdown of the sample by years of experience as a 

principal in any international school: 0-3 years, 4-7 years, 8-11 years, 12-15 years, 16-19 

years, and 20 or more years.  

Table 4.7 

Number of Years’ Experience as Principal of an International School  
Demographic  Category Number Percentage 
Years in an International School 0-3 61 52.1% 
 4-7 

8-11 
24 
15 

20.5% 
12.8% 

 12-15 12 10.3% 
 16-19 4 3.4% 
 20+ 1 .9% 

n = 117 

Assumptions of Multiple Linear Regression 

 All of the assumptions of multiple linear regression were met, including the most 

important, that the data is normal (Field, 2013). 

Assumption #1: The values of the residuals are normally distributed. This 

assumption was tested by using the probability-probability (P-P) plot for the model. The 

P-P plot is fundamental for checking normal distribution (Field, 2013). The data points 

on the graphs in Figures 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3 follow closely along the line, with no outliers. 

These data indicate that there is normal distribution, indicating that this assumption was 

met. 
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Figure 4.1. A scatterplot that represents the relationship between the expected and 
observed probability of the standardized results. 
 

 

Figure 4.2. A scatterplot that represents the relationship between the expected and 
observed probability of the standardized results. 
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Figure 4.3. A scatterplot that represents the relationship between the expected and 
observed probability of the standardized results. 

 

Assumption #2: The relationship between the predictor variables and 

criterion variables is linear. The relationship between the predictor variables (coping: 

problem focused, emotion focused, engagement, and disengagement) and the criterion 

variables (burnout: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, personal accomplishment) 

should be linear, which is characterized by a straight line (Field, 2013). Linearity and 

homoscedasticity were checked with normal P-P plot graphs and scatterplots of the 

residuals. The data (circles) in the P-P plot follow the line with no drastic deviations 

(Figure 4.1, Figure 4.2, and Figure 4.3). Therefore, the relationship between the variables 

is linear, and the assumption was met. 
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Assumption #3: The variance of the residuals is constant. A graph was used to 

display the data to indicate that the assumption was met. The graph tests the assumption 

of homoscedasticity, which indicates that the variation in the residuals is similar at each 

point of the model. Figure 4.4, Figure 4.5, and Figure 4.6 are plots of the standardized 

values of the model against the standardized residuals obtained. The graphs are random 

arrays of dots, which confirm this assumption was met (Field, 2013). 

 

Figure 4.4. A scatterplot that compares the standardized results with the predicted values 
for the criterion variable of burnout: emotional exhaustion. 
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Figure 4.5. A scatterplot that compares the standardized results with the predicted values 
for the criterion variable of burnout: depersonalization. 
 
 

 

Figure 4.6. A scatterplot that compares the standardized results with the predicted values 
for the criterion variable of burnout: personal accomplishment. 
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Assumption #4: There is no multicollinearity in the data. Multicollinearity 

exists when two or more of the predictor variables are highly correlated (Field, 2013). 

The assumption was tested by examining the variance inflation factor (VIF) in the 

predictor variables and collinearity statistics table (Table 4.8). To meet the assumption of 

no multicollinearity, VIF values should be below 10.00 and preferably below 5.00. 

Tolerance scores should be above .2 (Rachael, 2017). VIF values were below 5.00 for all 

predictor variables, and tolerance scores were above .2, which show that there is no 

multicollinearity among the predictor variables. Therefore, the assumption was met. 

Table 4.8 
 
Predictor Variables and Collinearity Statistics 
 
Model 

Collinearity Statistics 

Tolerance VIF 

1 (Constant)   
 PrbFcEngAVG .989 1.011 

 EmtFcEngAVG .938 1.066 
 PrbFcDngAVG .939 1.065 

 EmtFcDngAVG .918 1.089 
 

Assumption #5: The values of the residuals are independent. This assumption 

was evaluated using the Durbin-Watson statistic (Field, 2013), for which the value can 

vary from 0 to 4 (Field, 2013), with range of 1.5 to 2.5 being normal and a value close to 

2 indicating that the residuals are independent. The value for emotional exhaustion was 

2.01 (Table 4.9), the value for depersonalization was 2.38 (Table 4.12), and the value for 

personal accomplishment was 1.75 (Table 4.15). The data thus met the assumption of 

independence. 

Assumption #6: There are no influential cases biasing the model. This 

assumption was addressed by examining Cook’s distance values for the model (Field, 
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2013). Multivariate outliers must not have cases that have a disproportionate influence on 

the data. There is one observation with standardized residuals values outside of 1.00 but 

not an extreme outlier. There are no influential cases biasing the model. Therefore, this 

assumption was met.  

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 4.9 displays the mean subscale scores for the predictor variables emotion-

focused engagement, problem-focused engagement, problem-focused disengagement, 

and emotion-focused disengagement. 

Table 4.9 

Descriptive Statistics for Predictor Variables 
 EmtFcEng PrbFcEng PrbFcDng EmtFcDng 

Mean 2.02 3.16 3.77 3.05 
N 117 117 117 117 
Std. Deviation .567 .680 .515 .541 

 

Table 4.10 displays the mean subscale scores for the criterion variables emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment. 

Table 4.10 

Descriptive Statistics for Criterion Variables 
 EmoExAVG DepersonAVG PrsAccmAVG 

Mean 3.19 2.22 5.91 
N 117 117 117 

Std. Deviation 1.22 .944 .791 
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Research Questions 

RQ1: Do coping skills predict the frequency of emotional exhaustion?  

A multiple linear regression was calculated to determine whether there is a 

predictive relationship between the four predictor variables (i.e., problem-focused 

engagement, emotion-focused engagement, problem-focused disengagement, emotion-

focused disengagement), and emotional exhaustion, as represented in the following 

equation: emotional exhaustioni= β1(problem-focused engagementi) + β2(emotion-

focused engagementi) + β3(problem-focused disengagementi) + β4(emotion focused 

disengagementi) + β0. In this equation, each beta value represents the unstandardized beta 

value corresponding to each predictor variable, while β0 represents the intercept.  

Results of the overall regression returned an F value of 8.50, which corresponded 

with a p value of less than .001 (Table 4.12). This information was used to determine that 

the model was significantly predictive of emotional exhaustion. The regression was found 

to be significant, F(4,102) = 8.50, p < .001 (Table 4.12), as the p value was below .05. 

These results thus indicated that a linear combination of problem-focused engagement, 

emotion-focused engagement, problem-focused disengagement, emotion-focused 

disengagement could be used in predicting values of emotional exhaustion. The results of 

the F test for this regression indicate that the following equation is significantly 

predictive of emotional exhaustion: Yi = B0 + B1(EmtFcDngAVGi) + B2(PrbFcEngAVGi) 

+ B3(PrbFcDngAVGi) + B4(EmtFcEngAVGi). 

The Model Summary table provides measures to illustrate how well the model fits 

the data (Field, 2013). The correlation coefficient, R, of .500 (Table 4.11), shows a 

correlation between emotional exhaustion and the predictors of problem-focused 

engagement, emotion-focused engagement, problem-focused disengagement, and 
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emotion-focused disengagement. The R-squared value indicates that the model accounted 

for 25% of the emotional exhaustion variance (George & Mallery, 2016) using all four 

predictor variables. 

Table 4.11 

Model Summary for Coping Skills and Emotional Exhaustion 
 

Model 
 

R 
 

R-squared 
Adjusted  
R-squared 

Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

Durbin-
Watson 

1 .500a .250 .221 1.07732 2.011 
a. Predictors: (Constant), EmtFcDngAVG, PrbFcEngAVG, PrbFcDngAVG, 

EmtFcEngAVG  
b. Criterion Variable: EmoExhAVG 

 

Table 4.12 
 
ANOVA for Coping Skills and Emotional Exhaustion 

 
Model 

 Sum of 
Squares 

 
df 

 
Mean Square 

 
F 

 
Sig. 

1 Regression 39.446 4 9.862 8.497 .000b 

 Residual 118.382 102 1.161   

 Total 157.829 106    
a. Criterion Variable: EmoExhAVG 
b. Predictors: (Constant), EmtFcDngAVG, PrbFcEngAVG, PrbFcDngAVG, 

EmtFcEngAVG  
 

The coefficients table (Table 4.13) shows that two of the four predictor variables 

that were included in the model were statistically significant (Laflamme, 2018b). The t-

values indicate which predictor variables are significantly different from zero, and 

therefore related to the outcome variable (George & Mallery, 2016). A significance of 

less than .05 indicates that a predictor variable is a significant predictor for the burnout 

dimension of emotional exhaustion (Laflamme, 2018b). The variables problem-focused 

engagement (p = .001) and emotion-focused disengagement coping (p < .001) were found 
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to be statistically significant. 

The beta illustrates the effect of the significance of these variables (Field, 2013). 

A one-unit change in the predictor variable of problem-focused engagement corresponds 

with an increase in the criterion variable, emotional exhaustion, of 0.51 points. Similarly, 

when emotion-focused disengagement increases by one Likert scale point, emotional 

exhaustion increases by 0.88 points. The beta column (Table 4.13) allows us to calculate 

the regression coefficients to predict emotional exhaustion. Participants’ predicted 

emotional exhaustion is equal to -.59 + (.51)PrbFcEngAVGi + (.88)EmtFcDngAVGi. 

Table 4.13 

Predictor Variables and Coefficients for Emotional Exhaustion 
 
 
Model 

 95% Confidence 
Interval for B 

B SE β t p Lower Upper 

(Constant) -0.59 1.24  -0.47 .638 -3.05 1.88 
PrbFcEngAVG 0.51 0.15 -.29 3.40 .001 0.21 0.81 
EmtFcEngAVG 0.11 0.19 .05 0.59 .554 -0.26 0.49 
PrbFcDngAVG -0.20 0.21 -.09 -0.97 .332 -0.61 0.21 
EmtFcDngAVG 0.88 0.20 .40 4.40 < .001 0.48 1.27 

Note. B represents unstandardized beta, β represents standardized beta. 
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RQ2: Do coping skills predict the frequency of depersonalization?   

A multiple linear regression was calculated to determine whether there is a 

predictive relationship between the four predictor variables (i.e., problem-focused 

engagement, emotion-focused engagement, problem-focused disengagement, emotion-

focused disengagement) and depersonalization, as represented in the following equation: 

depersonalizationi = β1(problem-focused engagementi) + β2(emotion-focused 

engagementi) + β3(problem-focused disengagementi) + β4(emotion-focused 

disengagementi) + β0. In this equation, each beta value represents the unstandardized beta 

value corresponding to each predictor variable, while β0 represents the intercept.  

Results of the overall regression returned an F value of 6.92, which corresponded 

with a p value of less than .001 (Table 4.15). This information was used to determine that 

the model was significantly predictive of depersonalization. The regression was found to 

be significant, F(4,102) = 6.92, p < .001 (Table 4.15), as the p value was below .05. 

These results thus indicated that a linear combination of problem-focused engagement, 

emotion-focused engagement, problem-focused disengagement, and emotion-focused 

disengagement could be used in predicting values of depersonalization. The results of the 

F test for this regression indicate that the following equation is significantly predictive of 

depersonalization: Yi = B0 + B1(EmtFcDngAVGi) + B2(PrbFcEngAVGi) + 

B3(PrbFcDngAVGi) + B4(EmtFcEngAVGi). 

The Model Summary table provides measures to illustrate how well the model fits 

the data (Field, 2013). The correlation coefficient, R, of .46 (Table 4.14), shows a 

correlation between depersonalization and the predictors of problem-focused 

engagement, emotion-focused engagement, problem-focused disengagement, and 

emotion-focused disengagement. The R-squared value indicates that the model accounted 
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for 21.3% of the depersonalization variance (George & Mallery, 2016) with all four 

predictor variables. 

Table 4.14 
 
Model Summary for Coping Skills and Depersonalization 

 
Model 

 
R 

 
R-squared 

Adjusted  
R-squared 

Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

Durbin-
Watson 

1 .462a .213 .183 .85410 2.382 
a. Predictors: (Constant), EmtFcDngAVG, PrbFcEngAVG, PrbFcDngAVG, 

EmtFcEngAVG  
b. Criterion Variable: DepersonAVG 

 
Table 4.15 
 
 ANOVA for Coping Skills and Depersonalization 

 
Model 

 Sum of 
Squares 

 
df 

 
Mean Square 

 
F 

 
Sig. 

1 Regression 20.197 4 5.049 6.922 .000b 

 Residual 74.407 102 .729   
 Total 94.605 106    

a. Criterion Variable: DepersonAVG 
b. Predictors: (Constant), EmtFcDngAVG, PrbFcEngAVG, PrbFcDngAVG, 

EmtFcEngAVG 
 

The coefficients table (Table 4.16) shows that two of the four predictor variables 

that were included in the model were statistically significant (Laflamme, 2018b). The t-

values indicate which predictor variables are significantly different from zero, and 

therefore related to the outcome variable (George & Mallery, 2016). A significance less 

than .05 indicates that a predictor variable is a significant predictor for the burnout 

dimension of depersonalization (Laflamme, 2018b). The variables problem-focused 

engagement (p = .007) and emotion-focused disengagement (p = .001) were found to be 

statistically significant. 

The beta illustrates the effect of the significance of these variables (Field, 2013). 
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A one-unit change in the predictor variable problem-focused engagement corresponds 

with an increase in the criterion variable, depersonalization, of 0.33 points. Similarly, 

when problem-focused engagement increases by one Likert scale point, depersonalization 

decreases by 0.33 points.  

A one-unit change in the predictor variable emotion-focused disengagement 

impacts the criterion variable depersonalization by 0.59. When emotion focused 

disengagement increases by one Likert scale point, depersonalization increases by 0.59 

points. The beta column (Table 4.16) shows the regression coefficients that allow us to 

predict depersonalization. Participants’ predicted personal depersonalization is equal to  

-.06 + (-.33) PrbFcEngAVGi + (.59) EmtFcDngAVGi. 

Table 4.16 

Predictor Variables and Coefficients for Depersonalization 
 
 
Model 

 95% Confidence 
Interval for B 

B SE β t p Lower Upper 

(Constant) -0.06 .99  -.06 .995 -2.01 -1.90 
PrbFcEngAVG -0.33 .12 .25 2.78 .007 0.10 0.57 
EmtFcEngAVG 0.14 .15 .09 .94 .348 -0.16 0.44 
PrbFcDngAVG -0.23 .16 -.13 -1.40 .165 -0.55 0.10 
EmtFcDngAVG 0.59 .16 .34 3.72 < .001 0.28 0.90 

Note. B represents unstandardized beta, β represents standardized beta. 
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RQ3: Do coping skills predict the frequency of personal accomplishment?  

A multiple linear regression was calculated to determine whether there is a 

predictive relationship between the four predictor variables (i.e., problem-focused 

engagement, emotion-focused engagement, problem-focused disengagement, emotion-

focused disengagement), and personal accomplishment, as represented in the following 

equation: personal accomplishmenti = β1(problem focused engagementi) + β2(emotion 

focused engagementi) + β3(problem focused disengagementi) + β4(emotion focused 

disengagementi) + β0. In this equation, each beta value represents the unstandardized 

beta value corresponding to each predictor variable, while β0 represents the intercept. 

Results of the overall regression returned an F value of 4.96, which corresponded 

with a p value of less than .001 (Table 4.18). This information was used to determine that 

the model was significantly predictive of personal accomplishment. The regression was 

found to be significant, F(4,102) = 4.959, p < .001 (Table 4.18), as the p value was below 

.05. These results thus indicated that a linear combination of problem-focused 

engagement, emotion-focused engagement, problem-focused disengagement, and 

emotion-focused disengagement could be used in predicting values of personal 

accomplishment. The results of the F test for this regression indicate that the following 

equation is significantly predictive of personal accomplishment: Yi = B0 + 

B1(EmtFcDngAVGi) + B2(PrbFcEngAVGi) + B3(PrbFcDngAVGi) + 

B4(EmtFcEngAVGi). 

  The Model Summary table provides measures to illustrate how well the model fits 

the data (Field, 2013). The correlation coefficient, R, of .41 (Table 4.17) shows a 

correlation between personal accomplishment and the predictors of problem-focused 

engagement, emotion-focused engagement, problem-focused disengagement, and 
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emotion-focused disengagement. The R-squared value indicates that the model accounted 

for 16.3% of the personal accomplishment variance (George & Mallery, 2016) using all 

four predictor variables. 

Table 4.17   

Model Summary for Coping Skills and Personal Accomplishment 
 

Model 
 

R 
 

R-squared 
Adjusted  
R-squared 

Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

Durbin-
Watson 

1 .404a .163 .130 .73752 1.750 
a. Predictors: (Constant), EmtFcDngAVG, PrbFcEngAVG, PrbFcDngAVG, 

EmtFcEngAVG  
b. Criterion Variable: PrsAccmAVG 

 

Table 4.18 

ANOVA for Coping Skills and Personal Accomplishment 
 

Model 
 Sum of 

Squares 
 

df 
 

Mean Square 
 

F 
 

Sig. 
1 Regression 10.790 4 2.697 4.959 .001b 

 Residual 55.481 102 .544   

 Total 66.271 106    
a. Criterion Variable: PrsAccmAVG 
b. Predictors: (Constant), EmtFcDngAVG, PrbFcEngAVG, PrbFcDngAVG, 

EmtFcEngAVG 
 

The coefficients table (Table 4.19) shows that two of the four predictor variables 

that were included in the model were statistically significant (Laflamme, 2018b). The t-

values indicate which predictor variables are significantly different from zero, and 

therefore related to the outcome variable (George & Mallery, 2016). A significance less 

than .05 indicates that a predictor variable is a significant predictor for the burnout 

dimension of personal accomplishment (Laflamme, 2018b). The variables problem-

focused disengagement (p = .003) and emotion-focused disengagement (p = .049) were 
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found to be statistically significant.  

The beta illustrates the effect of the significance of these variables (Field, 2013). 

A one-unit change in the predictor variable of problem-focused disengagement 

corresponds with an increase in the criterion variable of personal accomplishment of .43 

points. Similarly, when emotion-focused disengagement increases by one Likert scale 

point, personal accomplishment decreases by .27 points.  

The beta column (Table 4.19) allows us to calculate the regression coefficients to 

predict personal accomplishment. Participants’ predicted personal accomplishment is 

equal to 5.326 + (.432)PrbFcDngAVGi + (-.272)EmtFcDngAVGi. 

Table 4.19 

Predictor Variables and Coefficients for Personal Accomplishment 
 
 
Model 

 95% Confidence 
Interval for B 

B SE β t p Lower Upper 

(Constant) 5.326 0.85  6.26 < .001 3.64 7.01 
PrbFcEngAVG 0.01 0.10 .01 0.09 .928 -0.20 .22 
EmtFcEngAVG -0.12 0.13 -.09 -0.91 .365 -0.37 .14 
PrbFcDngAVG 0.43 0.14 .29 3.06 .003 0.15 .71 
EmtFcDngAVG -0.27 0.14 -.19 -1.99 .049 -0.54  -.001 

Note. B represents unstandardized beta, β represents standardized beta. 
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Summary 

The purpose of this study was to understand the predictive possibilities of coping 

skills in relation to stress and burnout in international school principals. A quantitative 

non-experimental survey design was selected because it allows because the researcher to 

understand the participants as they exist naturally, without introducing a treatment or 

manipulation of predictor variables or subjects (Patten & Newhart, 2018).  

The study employed data derived from the responses of international school 

principals to seven demographics questions and 37 questions from two surveys. The 

predictor variables (independent variables) were derived from the Coping Strategies 

Inventory Short Form (CSI-SF) (Tobin et al., 1989). The predictor variables were 

problem-focused engagement, emotion-focused engagement, problem-focused 

disengagement, and emotion-focused disengagement. The criterion (dependent) variables 

were derived from the Maslach Burnout Inventory Educators Survey  (MBI-ES) 

(Maslach et al., 1996). The criterion variables were the three dimensions of burnout: 

emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment. 

The data for the study was extracted from the responses of international school 

principals  to the Coping Strategies Inventory Short Form (CRI-SF) (Tobin et al., 1989) 

and the Maslach Burnout Inventory Educator’s Survey (MBI-ES) (Maslach et al., 1996), 

which were distributed between August 26, 2018 and September 7, 2018. The total 

population (N) invited to participate in the study was 2,906 principals. The response rate 

for the study was 4%; the number of principals who formed the sample (n) was 117.  

Responses to the surveys were extracted from Qualtrics, then imported into SPSS 

(Version 25) to perform the data analysis. The score of each of the four subscales of the 

CSI-SF was determined by calculating a mean for all of the items connected with each 
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coping skill. The score of each of the three subscales of the MBI-ES was determined by 

calculating a mean for each dimension.  

A multiple linear regression was calculated to examine predictive relationships 

between burnout and coping skills. The researcher verified that the assumptions of 

multiple linear regression were met (Field, 2013). The values of the residuals are 

normally distributed. The relationship between the predictor variables and criterion 

variable is linear. The variance of the residuals is constant. There is no multicollinearity 

in the data. The values of the residual are independent. There are no influential cases 

biasing the model.  

Using three multiple regression analyses tests, the researcher analyzed participant 

survey data to answer the research questions contained in this study. Statistical 

significance was found when testing all three research questions: 

1. Do coping skills predict the frequency of emotional exhaustion?  

Problem-focused engagement and emotion-focused disengagement are statistically 

significant for predictive relationship with emotional exhaustion in this group of 

international school principals. 

2. Do coping skills predict the frequency of depersonalization?  

Problem-focused engagement and emotion-focused disengagement have a statistically 

significant predictive relationship with depersonalization in this group of international 

school principals. 

3. Do coping skills predict the frequency of personal accomplishment? 

Problem-focused disengagement and emotion-focused disengagement have a statistically 

significant predictive relationship with personal accomplishment in this group of 

international school principals. 



THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN COPING SKILLS AND BURNOUT IN 
INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL PRINCIPALS 

97 

Chapter Five includes a discussion of the results, limitations of the study, 

implications of the findings, and recommendations for future research.  
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Chapter Five: Analysis and Conclusion 

Introduction 

Chapter Five presents and discusses the results of this quantitative, non-

experimental survey study. The chapter begins with a brief overview of the purpose, 

research questions, and the conceptual framework used to guide the study. Research 

findings and their connections to prior studies are presented and discussed. Issues of 

trustworthiness, unanticipated results, limitations, and transferability are reviewed. The 

chapter closes with recommendations for further study. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this quantitative, non-experimental survey study was to 

understand the predictive possibilities of coping skills in relation to stress and burnout in 

international school principals. This research was conducted in an effort to understand 

what coping skills, or combination of coping skills, limit the effects of burnout in 

international school principals.  

Procedures 

The population of this study was principals working in international schools. To 

collect data for this study, the Coping Strategies Inventory Short Form (CSI-SF) (Tobin, 

2001) and the Maslach Burnout Inventory Educators Survey (MBI-ES) (Maslach et al., 

1996) were combined using Qualtrics software (2018). In addition to seven demographics 

questions, there were a total of 38 survey items. The survey was distributed to 

international school principals and responses were collected between August 25 and 

September 7. Using convenience sampling, the total population (N) invited to participate 

in the study was 2,906 principals. The response rate for the study was 4% and the number 

of principals who formed the sample (n) was 117. Data gathered via the online survey 
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were statistically evaluated using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS, 

Version 25). The level of coping skills was determined by disaggregating the Likert scale 

sub-scores for the four coping skills (predictor variables) in the CSI-SF: problem-focused 

engagement, emotion-focused engagement, problem-focused disengagement, emotion-

focused disengagement. The level of burnout was determined by disaggregating the 

Likert scale sub-scores for the three burnout dimensions (criterion variables) of the MBI-

ES: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment. The 

researcher used SPSS (Version 25) to calculate the arithmetic mean for each predictor 

and criterion variable. Statistical analyses included descriptive analysis of all variables 

and multiple linear regression, including verification of the assumptions of multiple 

regression. Statistical significance was set at .05. 

The research questions that guided this study were: 

1. Do coping skills predict the frequency of emotional exhaustion? 

2. Do coping skills predict the frequency of depersonalization? 

3. Do coping skills predict the frequency of personal accomplishment? 

Validity and Reliability 

 The researcher adhered as closely as possible to standards of objectivity in order 

to reach reliability (Patten & Newhart, 2018). The researcher selected an appropriate 

window of time for the study and selected an appropriate quantitative methodology that 

took into consideration the characteristics of the study and the objectives of the research 

questions in order to carefully design the study (George & Mallery, 2016). The most 

suitable sample method for the study was selected, in order to focus the study on a 

sample of international school principals. Because the total number of respondents was 

over 50, the sample size was large enough to create meaningful correlations (George & 
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Mallery, 2016). In addition, the data were carefully cleaned, in order to eliminate 

abnormalities and missing data. Lastly, following the approval of the Institutional Review 

Board, the researcher identified and communicated with the possible respondents in a 

way that did not pressure them to answer specific choices or in a specific way.  

Discussion of Findings 

 The following section presents a discussion of the findings from the demographic 

data set and identifies patters therein. This section also presents responses to the three 

research questions and addresses the limitations, delimitations, and transferability of the 

study. 

Demographic Data and Patterns 

 The researcher collected demographic data about the principals in order to 

identify any significant patterns or mitigating factors that might help in explaining the 

results of the survey questions. Principals who responded to the survey were almost 

equally divided between female (52%) and male (48%). This distribution indicates that 

international school principals of both genders may be able to transfer findings from this 

study back to their professional context. A majority (53%) of the principal respondents 

reported that they lead an elementary or a middle school, as opposed to secondary school 

(30%), which may skew the data towards leaders of grades K- 8. The fifth demographic 

question asked principals how long they have worked in their current school. Fifty-seven 

respondents, representing half (48%) of the total population, have been at their current 

school for three years or less. This data point illustrates the transient nature of the 

international school educator (Caffyn, 2011). The frequent transitions from one school to 

another may explain low levels of emotional exhaustion or depersonalization, rather than 

the use of coping strategies. 
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The sixth demographic question asked principals how many years’ experience 

they have in their current or any other school. Fifty respondents, 43% of the sample, have 

been principals for three years or less. According to Oplatka (2004, 2012), the first three 

years as a principal constitute the “induction phase,” which is characterized by the 

confrontation of issues and difficulties related to the insecurity of inexperience. The 

second phase of the principalship, what Oplatka (2004, 2012) calls the “establishment 

stage” occurs between the fourth and seventh year in the role, and is characterized by 

enthusiasm, growth, and control. Principals at this stage exhibit competence in all aspects 

of the instructional leadership and management roles. Twenty-eight respondents, 24% of 

the sample, have been principals for four to seven years, which suggests that their 

responses to the survey questions might reflect enthusiasm, growth, and control. In words 

of the survey, these principals’ responses’ might account for the high frequency of job 

accomplishment reported by survey participants. 

The last demographic question asked principals how many years’ experience as a 

principal they have in any international school. Sixty-one respondents, 52% of the total 

sample, have been principals for three or less years. This indicates that a majority of the 

respondents are in the early career stage of the international school principalship and 

therefore may experience emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and job 

accomplishment in a different degree than the 48% of the respondents who reported four 

to 20 years’ experience in an international school principalship role. There is no evidence 

present in a recent review of literature that addresses the challenges of transitioning from 

a principalship in the United States to a principalship in an international school. The 

newly appointed international school principals might experience lower levels of 

emotional exhaustion because of the enthusiasm surrounding a new posting. 
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Descriptive Statistics 

International school principals report using problem-focused disengagement 

coping skills with the most frequency, reporting a mean of 3.77, between “often” and 

“almost always.” Principals also report “sometimes” using problem-focused engagement 

and emotion-focused disengagement, with means of 3.16 and 3.05, respectively. These 

results indicate that international school principals have a wide repertoire of problem-

solving skills that they use in the many stressful situations they encounter. 

Principals in this study report infrequent use of emotion-focused engagement 

coping skills, reporting a mean of 2.02, “rarely.” Examples of emotion-focused coping 

skills are letting one’s feelings out or venting to a colleague about how one feels. These 

findings support the literature that asserts that principals often quell their emotions in the 

face of stress (Beatty, 2000; Berkovich & Eyal, 2015; Maxwell & Riley, 2017), in order 

to appear rational and calm. 

 International school principals in this study reported low frequencies of feelings 

of burnout. They also reported rare feelings of depersonalization in their school 

leadership roles, reporting a mean of 2.22, which signifies “a few times a year.” 

Principals reported infrequent feelings of emotional exhaustion, with a mean of 3.19, 

which signifies “one a month or less.” 

International school principals in this study disclosed frequent levels of personal 

accomplishment, reporting a mean of 5.91, which indicates “a few times a week.” Levels 

of personal accomplishment this high indicate overall satisfaction with the international 

school principalship and strong feelings of efficacy. These statistics align with previous 

studies that show high levels of job satisfaction among recently appointed principals 

(Darmody & Smyth, 2016). Fifty respondents, or 43%, of the principals in this study 
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reported being in their current role for three years or less, which indicates recent 

appointments. The descriptive statistics illustrate that the experiences of international 

school principals differ significantly from the experience of principals working in the 

United States (Cranston et al., 2003; Wells, 2013a).  

RQ1: Do coping skills predict the frequency of emotional exhaustion? 

The results for this research question indicated that a linear combination of 

problem-focused engagement, emotion-focused engagement, problem-focused 

disengagement, and emotion-focused disengagement could be used in predicting values 

of emotional exhaustion in international school principals. Furthermore, the study found 

that two of the four predictor variables included in the model were statistically 

significant: problem-focused engagement (r = 0.51, p = .001) and emotion-focused 

disengagement (r = 0.88, p = <.001).  

The results for this research question indicate that when international school 

principals increase the frequency of problem-focused engagement coping strategies, the 

frequency of their emotional exhaustion increases. This suggests that using both problem-

solving and cognitive-restructuring strategies to change the stressful situation (Tobin, 

2001) intensifies the frequency of feeling emotionally exhausted. An explanation may be 

that when the principal tackles a problem directly, engages in it, and dedicates time to fix 

the stressful situation, emotional exhaustion increases because those strategies require 

more energy, commitment, and focused attention.  

The results for this research question also indicate that emotion-focused 

disengagement is an ineffective coping strategy that can amplify the frequency of 

emotional exhaustion. Emotion-focused disengagement includes the two categories of 

social withdrawal and self-criticism (Tobin, 2001). The more the principal blames 
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himself or criticizes herself when faced with a challenging situation in school, the more 

likely they are to feel exhausted and burned out. 

There has been no proven statistically significant relationship between emotion-focused 

engagement and emotional exhaustion. The lack of such a relationship indicates that seeking 

emotional support from friends and colleagues or releasing and expressing emotions are not 

correlated with a reduction in the frequency of emotional exhaustion in international school 

principals.  

There has also been no proven statistically significant relationship between problem-

focused disengagement and emotional exhaustion. The lack of a significant relationship indicates 

that problem avoidance and wishful thinking are not correlated with a reduction of frequency of 

emotional exhaustion in international school principals.  

RQ2: Do coping skills predict the frequency of depersonalization? 

The results indicated that a linear combination of problem-focused engagement, 

emotion-focused engagement, problem-focused disengagement, and emotion-focused 

disengagement could be used in predicting values of the frequency of depersonalization 

in international school principals. Furthermore, the study found that two of the four 

predictor variables included in the model were statistically significant: problem-focused 

engagement (r = -0.33, p = .007) and emotion-focused disengagement (r = 0.59, p = 

<.001).  

The results for this research question indicate that when international school 

principals increase the frequency of problem-focused engagement, the frequency of 

depersonalization decreases. This suggests that using both problem-solving and 

cognitive-restructuring strategies to change the stressful situation (Tobin, 2001) limits the 

degree to which they feel the frequency of depersonalization and disconnection from their 
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work. The principal might examine the situation for its positive aspects, such as seeing 

the stress as an opportunity for growth and feel more engaged with the work. 

International school principals should be encouraged to engage in these strategies. 

The results for this research questions also indicate that when emotion-focused 

disengagement increases, the frequency of depersonalization increases. Emotion-focused 

disengagement includes the two categories of social withdrawal and self-criticism (Tobin, 

2001). When principals increase the frequency of social withdrawal and self-criticism, 

they are becoming even more depersonalized, cynical, and disengaged from their school 

community and the leadership work. The results for this research question suggest that 

principals should not employ the strategies of social withdrawal and self-criticism to 

reduce the feelings of burnout in their leadership positions.  

There has been no proven statistically significant relationship between emotion-focused 

engagement and depersonalization, which means that seeking emotional support from friends 

and colleagues or releasing and expressing emotions are not correlated with a reduction in the 

frequency of depersonalization in international school principals.  

There has also been no proven statistically significant relationship between problem-

focused disengagement and depersonalization. The lack of a significant relationship indicates 

that problem avoidance and wishful thinking are not correlated with a reduction in the frequency 

of depersonalization in international school principals.  

RQ3: Do coping skills predict the frequency of personal accomplishment? 

The results indicated that a combination of problem-focused engagement, 

emotion-focused engagement, problem-focused disengagement, and emotion-focused 

disengagement could be used in predicting values of frequency of personal 

accomplishment in international school principals. Furthermore, the study found that two 
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of the four predictor variables included in the model were statistically significant: 

problem-focused disengagement (r = 0.43, p = .003) and emotion-focused disengagement 

(r = -0.27, p = .049).  

The results for this research question indicate that when international school 

principals increase the frequency of problem-focused disengagement, the frequency of 

personal accomplishment increases. This suggests that using both problem avoidance and 

wishful thinking strategies to cope with the stressful situation (Tobin, 2001) increases the 

degree to which principals feel accomplishment. When a principal purposefully and 

actively avoids a stressful situation, the perceived sense of accomplishment increases in 

frequency. Although these strategies might appear negative as a category, a more positive 

way of characterizing this type of coping is, “I didn’t let the problem get to me.” In 

addition, a principal might make light of the situation and refuse to take it too seriously, 

which could be an effective strategy.  

The results for this research question also indicate that when emotion-focused 

disengagement increases, the frequency of personal accomplishment decreases. Emotion-

focused disengagement includes the two categories of social withdrawal and self-

criticism (Tobin, 2001). It can also be concluded that avoiding colleagues and spending 

time alone may not be constructive for developing a sense of accomplishment and 

efficacy in the school leadership position. When a principal blames himself for a 

problem, the less frequently he reports feeling personal accomplishment. International 

school principals should be discouraged from engaging in emotion-focused 

disengagement strategies to manage stressful situations in their leadership positions.  
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Limitations, Delimitations, and Transferability 

Limitations. Limitations of a study are the potential weaknesses of the study that 

are out of control of the researcher (Patten & Newhart, 2018). Limitations of this study 

include the small sample of 117 principals. Of the total population (N) of international 

school principals, 2,906, only 4% responded to the survey. More than 100 is a good raw 

number; however, the researcher aimed for 35% of the total population. The low response 

rate likely speaks to the larger challenge of managing time in the principalship (Wells, 

2013a). An additional limitation of the study was time. A study conducted over a two-

week interval of time is a snapshot dependent upon the conditions experienced by the 

principals in those moments. It is possible that the participants might feel different 

dimensions of burnout at other times in the school year. A third limitation is the time of 

year that the survey was conducted. It is possible that at the beginning of the academic 

year (August and September), principals may not feel, nor report, particularly strong 

feelings of burnout (Beausaert et al., 2016). Lastly, an additional limitation is the self-

report method of assessing coping and burnout. Human beings cannot be relied upon to 

identify their responses to stress in a uniform way (Tobin et al., 1989) and there may be 

significant differences in the self-assessment of stress from one experience to another 

(Quinones et al., 2017). 

Delimitations. Delimitations are characteristics of the research study that limit 

the scope and define the boundaries of the study that are within the researcher’s control 

(Patten & Newhart, 2018). Delimitations include the researcher’s decision to focus the 

study on international school principals. The narrow scope of the sample does not allow 

for the results to be generalized to the entire school principal population. A second 

delimitation of the study was the selection of instruments. The Maslach Burnout 
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Inventory Educators Survey (MBI-ES) has been used consistently with educators since 

1996. The researcher was unable to identify a coping skills measurement tool that has 

consistently been used with educators. The Coping Strategies Inventory Short Form (CSI-

SF) has been used in the nursing and medical fields (Addison et al., 2007; Kattimani, 

Sarkar, Rajkumar, & Menon, 2015; Rubio et al., 2016) as well as with adult college-age 

students (Tobin et al., 1989). The CSI-SF may not be the most accurate assessment tool 

for measuring the use of principal coping strategies. The researcher’s decision to use the 

CSI-SF was based upon two factors: its provenance and its validity.  

Transferability. Transferability is the degree to which a reader of a study might 

be able make note of the specifics of the environment and circumstances of the study and 

compare it to their own situation (Patten & Newhart, 2018). The results of this study are 

generalizable to the population of international school principals with similar 

demographic characteristics and who work at similar schools. International school 

principals may be able to transfer the implications from this study to their own 

professional practice because of the similarities of context. 

Recommendations and Implications 

Several recommendations for future research in the areas of coping skills and 

principal burnout can be made based on the findings from this study. Such studies could 

provide a deeper understanding of the factors of coping skills that lead to a reduction in 

principals’ burnout and an increase in principals’ engagement, satisfaction, and renewal. 

1. This study could be extended to include a qualitative component. A qualitative 

component would allow a researcher to gain a deeper understanding of the 

dimensions of burnout discussed in this study. Data from the surveys included in 

this study could be examined to develop principal and school profiles, which 
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could then be grouped to create focus groups. Focus group interviews could be 

conducted to gather additional information about the types of coping skills and the 

dimensions and levels of burnout that were most significant to principals. 

2. This study could be replicated using a larger population. This study focused on 

international school principals. If the target population were expanded to other 

kinds of schools, a study could investigate the degree to which coping skills could 

benefit principals in the United States and in other countries.  

3. This study could be replicated using the same population at a future time, such as 

at the end of the school year. Such replication would add a longitudinal 

component to this research and help to determine trends over time.  

4. This study could be limited to the examination of coping skills used by a 

particular population of principals, such as early career phase principals (Oplatka, 

2012) in their first three years on the job. Alternatively, the study could focus on 

principals in the maintenance and renewal stages of mid-career, to examine what 

coping skills might predict low levels of burnout. 

5. This study could be expanded to include an examination to determine the 

predictive relationship between other stress-managing constructs, such as eustress, 

and burnout. 

Conclusion 

Leithwood, Harris, and Hopkins (2008) have asserted that principals are second 

only to teachers in their ability to impact student learning. Principals who experience 

overwhelming levels of stress are not as effective at leading schools, which negatively 

impacts student learning. Many principals feel overloaded, overwhelming levels of stress, 

challenged by the complexities of the role, and emotional exhaustion (Beatty, 2000; 
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Federici, 2013; MetLife, 2012; Oplatka, 2001; van der Merwe & Parsotam, 2012; Wells, 

2013). Principals also feel low levels of professional accomplishment, low levels of job 

satisfaction, and that countless hours dedicated to the task and responsibilities of the job 

aren’t enough (Cranston, Ehrich, & Billot, 2003, MetLife, 2012).  

The international school principal fares much better, however. Despite the fact 

that international school principals often lack the training, resources, and professional 

development needed to thrive in the international setting (Bunnell, 2014; Keller, 2015), 

principals in this study indicated low levels of emotional exhaustion. In addition, results 

from this study indicate that international school principals report high levels of 

professional accomplishment.  

Principals who experience chronic stress and report low levels of self-efficacy 

struggle to be effective leaders, which directly impacts student learning (Beatty, 2000; 

Leithwood et al., 2008; Oplatka & Mimon, 2008; Wells, 2013, Wells, 2015). For 

principals to effectively manage their schools, they need to be able to operate at high 

levels of cognitive agility that are unhindered by the effects of chronic stress (van der 

Merwe & Parsotam, 2012). However, it appears that participants in this sample of 

international school principals do not experience the same levels of stress as their 

counterparts in public schools in the United States. 

Nelson and Simmons (2011) defined eustress as the positive psychological 

response to a stressor. Generating eustress is a problem solving skill. Cognitive 

reappraisals and problem solving combined can generate eustress. The findings from this 

study indicate that international school principals might be creating and savoring eustress. 

Another coping skill, homeostasis, might have an impact on principal 

effectiveness. We defined homeostasis as an engagement skill. Homeostasis is the act of 



THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN COPING SKILLS AND BURNOUT IN 
INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL PRINCIPALS 

111 

self-preservation required in order to maintain an even keel. Engagement is ultimately a 

prolonged, positive state. This study found that when principals choose to be present, 

awake, and engage in of awareness around their work, it can reduce the feelings of 

depersonalization the work (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Some principals might be engaging in 

homeostasis without even realizing it, which may make them more effective. 

A lack of stress management and stress coping techniques for a principal is 

tantamount to a lack of on-the-job preparedness. Prior literature has revealed that coping 

skills and burnout are related (Baqutayan, 2015; Sogunro, 2012). Coping skills are as 

important for principal effectiveness as instructional leadership qualities and pedagogical 

expertise. The results of this study suggest that there is a significant relationship between 

coping skills and burnout in this sample of international school principals.  

Problem-focused engagement is a constructive coping strategy that decreases the 

frequency of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization. International school principals 

should learn these coping strategies and increase the frequency of their application to 

their stressful professional lives. The results of this study also suggest that increased 

frequency of emotion-focused disengagement strategies (social withdrawal and self-

criticism) reduce the frequency of personal accomplishment.  

The results of this study also suggest that every international school principal 

feels some degree of burnout: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and lower levels 

of personal accomplishment. Feeling the effects of stress and disruptions to personal 

levels of homeostasis is unavoidable. This study suggests that there are effective ways to 

control the disruptions to homeostasis and maintain low levels of emotional exhaustion, 

low levels of depersonalization, and increased personal accomplishment. Principals can 

be trained to pause, to make cognitive appraisals of the stressor, and to automatically 
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select an effective coping strategy, such as problem-focused engagement (Lazarus, 2000; 

Quinones et al., 2017).  

Therefore, international school superintendents and directors could encourage 

principals to use particular coping skills as mechanisms for reducing the effects of 

burnout and for improving principal effectiveness. There is strong support for the idea 

that coping skills should be a part of professional development for international school 

principals and aspiring school leaders. Furthermore, it would be appropriate for coping 

skills to be emphasized in training courses and educational leadership programs at the 

university level. 
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Appendix A – The Relationship Between Coping Skills and Burnout in International 

School Principals – Survey 
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MBI - Educators Survey - MBI-ES:  

I feel emotionally drained from my work.  

I have accomplished many worthwhile things in this job.  

I don’t really care what happens to some students.  

Copyright ©1986 Christina Maslach, Susan E. Jackson & Richard L. Schwab. All rights 

reserved in all media. Published by Mind Garden, Inc., www.mindgarden.com. Altered 

with permission of the publisher.  
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