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ABSTRACT 

 

DEBORAH GREENTEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THE RECIPROCAL NATURE  
OF STRESS ON PRINCIPALS AND TEACHERS  
Under the direction of OLIVIA BOGGS, Ed.D. 
 

 
 

 This phenomenological study concentrated on the problem of teacher stress in the 

K-12 educational community and its reciprocal relationship with principal stress.   

Research reveals that teaching is a stressful profession which can lead to teachers 

experiencing multiple negative outcomes including compromised job performance, 

burnout, decreased rapport with students, early retirement and absenteeism.  High levels 

of stress have also been linked to the principal’s position leading to negative outcomes 

such as health issues, early retirement and burnout. 

The purpose of the study was to determine if principal stress is reciprocal in 

nature to teacher stress.   The study endeavored to describe teachers’ perceptions of 

principal stressors.   Furthermore, the study sought to illustrate the principal behaviors 

that lead to teachers’ perceptions that the principal is under stress and how teachers 

respond to those perceptions. 

 The phenomenological study was conducted from the perspective of teachers and  

was conducted via one-on-one semi-structured interviews of 10 secondary public school  
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teachers.  The Crossover Theory was the theoretical framework for the study and was 

used to frame the description of the crossover of principal stress to teacher stress.  The 

study revealed that principal stress is reciprocal with teacher stress.  When teachers 

perceived that their principal was stressed, they too felt stress.   Study participants 

identified need for school improvement, district/state monitoring and desire for 

cooperation and buy-in from parents and teachers as stressors for principals.   Participants 

described how principals’ job performance changed, and principals also became more 

open with communication when they were experiencing stress.  Participants responded to 

their perceptions of principal stress by becoming stressed and getting their job done. 

 Recommendations for further research include using assistant principals as 

respondents, using teachers who are not in Title I schools or priority schools as 

respondents, using students as respondents and using the same principals described in the 

current study as respondents. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The study focused on the growing problem of stress experienced by public school 

educators.  The research explored teachers’ perspectives of the extent to which principal 

stress affects their own discomfort.  Further, the study provided insight into teachers’ 

lived experiences of job-related stress, their perceptions of their principal’s stress and 

stressors, and how teachers respond to principal stress. 

Mental or emotional strain, otherwise known as stress, is encountered by people in 

varying situations, to differing degrees and for a multitude of reasons (Imtiaz & Ahmad, 

2009; Stauder & Salaveez, 2014). The phenomenon and presence of stress is recognized 

globally (Pelzter, Shisana, Zuma, Wyk & Zungu-Dirwayi, 2008; Shernoff, Mehta, 

Atkins, Torf & Spencer, 2011; New Life Solution, 2013).  Some even go so far as to 

assert that stress, particularly job related tension, is a worldwide epidemic that is virtually 

unavoidable (WHO, 2002; Peterson & Wilson, 2004). To this end, job stress was given 

the epithet of being the “20th Century Disease” according to a 1992 report published by 

the United Nations’ International Labor Organization. The current study had a focus on 

job stress and more specifically principal stress and its possible reciprocal nature with 

teacher stress.  Literature supports that the teaching profession is taxing as is the job of a 

principal (Burchielli & Bartram, 2006; Akhlaq, Amjad, Mehmood, Seed-ul- 
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Hassan & Malik, 2010; Kyriacou, 2001; Wells, 2013). This phenomenological explored 

the reciprocal relationship between teacher stress and principal stress.  This exploration 

was based on teachers’ perceptions and used the Crossover Theory as a theoretical 

framework for the study. 

Background of the Study 

Stress is a phenomenon encountered by many people (Imtiaz & Ahmad, 2009; 

Stauder & Salaveez, 2014).  The American Psychological Association reports that stress 

can come from a myriad of sources to include financial problems, family-related issues, 

declining personal health and/or the health of a loved one, personal relationships, family 

responsibilities, job-related events and even the state of the economy (2013). Health care 

professionals inform the public that being under stress can result in unwanted health 

issues, and many professionals offer strategies for mitigating stress and/or situations that 

lead to being under stress (American Psychological Association, 2013; Bhui, Dinos, 

Stansfeld & White, 2012).  Nevertheless, stress seems to be difficult to avoid for many 

due to its overwhelming pervasiveness.  In fact, stress is such a ubiquitous phenomenon 

that it is noted as being impossible to completely eliminate from one’s life.  Peterson and 

Wilson (2004) describe the pervasiveness of stress stating, “There is perpetual motion in 

the lives of the people and a constant restless spirit shared by the common citizen. We are 

a nation under stress, seemingly seeking it despite our protests to the contrary” (p. 91).  

Therefore, stress is present despite attempts made to eliminate it. 

Recent research documents strong connections between stress, the mind, and the 

body (Dunkley, Solomon-Krakus, & Moroz, 2016; Karren & Gordon, 2013; Rizer,  
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Fagan, Kilmon, & Rath, 2016).  These studies found relationships between stress and 

depression (Bose, Elfström, Björling, et al, 2016), coronary heart disease (Blumenthal, 

Feger, Smith, et al, 2016), blood pressure (Cheng, Montgomery, Treglown, et al, 2016); 

and, ultimately, mortality (Prior, Larsen, Larsen, et al, 2016).  Research at the Ohio State 

University found that negative emotions could intensify the onset and course of 

osteoporosis, arthritis, type 2 diabetes, certain cancers, and Alzheimer's disease (Kiecolt-

Glaser, McGuire, Robies, & Glaser, 2002).   

Numerous studies detail various stressors, stress symptoms, sources of stress, 

possible stress outcomes and coping strategies to minimize its negative outcomes of 

stress (Boyland, 2011; DeTienne, Agle, Phillips, & Marc-Charles, 2012; Hansen & 

Sullivan, 2003).   Research shows that stress, or more specifically distress, can contribute 

to negative outcomes in addition to health issues such as decreased task performance and 

job burnout (Halkos & Bousinakis, 2010; Maslach, 2001; Motowildo, Packard, & 

Manning, 1986; Wheeler & Riding, 1994).  Conversely, eustress (beneficial stress) is 

experienced by those who encounter ideal levels of stress during which they become 

positively stimulated resulting in heightened functionality (Gibbons, Dempster, & 

Moutray, 2008).  Endocrinologist Hans Selye was the first to combine the prefix eu- 

meaning “good” with stress, to signify “good stress”  (Hargrove, Nelson, & Cooper, 

2013; Quinones, Rodriguez-Carvajal, & Griffiths, 2016).  Stress (distress) and the 

negative outcomes of it are the primary focus of this study.  The breadth of attention in 

research literature given to this type of stress suggests both its gravity and the universality 

of its existence in people’s lives (Imtiaz & Ahmad, 2009; Peterson & Wilson, 2004). 
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Job Stress 

One area in which stress can be particularly detrimental is in the workplace.  Job 

stress is defined by Jamal (2011) as, “an individual’s reactions to characteristics of the 

work environment that seem physically and emotionally threatening” (p. 130).  Jamal 

further states that job stress occurs when there is an imbalance between the job’s 

demands and the worker’s ability.  When a “poor fit” is experienced between the 

requirements of the job and the worker’s skill set, job stress can occur (Jamal, 2011, p. 

20). Job stress has been researched within the context of a variety of professions, from 

nursing to customer service, and it has been studied in various countries such as the 

United States, Canada and China to name a few (AbuAlRub, 2004; Jamal, 2005; 

Netemeyer, Maxim, & Pullig 2005). The prevalence of stress on the job is so pervasive 

that Peterson and Wilson argue that job stress has become socially normal (2004). 

Various studies note not only the existence of stress in the workplace but also the 

outcomes of stress that can be documented within an organization (Gibbons et al., 2008; 

Dick & Wagner, 2001; Wheeler & Riding, 1994; Peterson & Wilson, 2004).  For 

instance, research in the nursing profession has found a relationship between job stress 

and employee turnover (Applebaum, Fowler, Fiedler, Osinubi, & Robson, 2010), 

absenteeism (Magnavita & Garbarion, 2013) and compromised quality of practice 

(Wheeler & Riding, 1994). Job stress in the customer service field has been found to have 

a negative relationship with customer purchase intent, thus reducing the number of 

potential sales (Netermeyer et al., 2005). At the post-secondary level of education, job 

stress is said to be experienced by university academics who reported a decline in the  
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creativity of their work (Gillespie, Walsh, Winefield, Dua, & Stough, 2001; Moeller & 

Chung-Yan, 2013).  

According to the National Opinion Research Center, between 30% and 40% of 

workers report their jobs as being “often” or “frequently” stressful (CDC, 2009).  Figure 

1 illustrates the role played by anxiety, stress and neurotic disorders in causing workers to 

miss work when compared to all other types of injuries and illnesses (NIOSH, 2004). 

 
 

 

Figure 1. Days Away from Work Due to Anxiety, Stress, and Neurotic Disorders 
Compared to Days Lost for All Injuries and Illness 

 
Stress in the workplace is related to numerous negative outcomes that can result 

in the loss of time and/or money for the employer and the organization (Imtiaz & Ahmad, 

2009; Parker & DeCotis, 1983).  Imtiaz and Ahmad highlight the global existence of 

workplace stress and its impact on worker performance stating that increased stress levels 

are linked to decreased worker productivity as well as lowered organizational  
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performance (2009).  They note that approximately 100 million workdays are lost 

annually due to stress (Imtiaz & Ahmad, 2009).  

Principal Stress 

Research indicates that educators encounter high levels of stress related to their 

job (Reynolds & O’dwyer, 2008).  Principals are under stress as they attempt to 

effectively manage the complexities of the school environment. Boyland (2011) reports 

that principals perceive their jobs as moderately to highly stressful and that the stress of 

the principalship has increased over the years.  Stressors affiliated with being a principal 

include task overload, self-imposed high expectations, and inter-personal conflict with 

teachers and/or parents (Buss, 2008; Lam, 2001; Sogunro, 2012).  “In short, the 

principalship is a difficult job.  One can understand how in this age of amplified 

accountability and public dissatisfaction with schools, even the most effective principals 

are feeling under immense pressure” (Boyland, 2011, p.6).   

Teacher Stress 

Teachers reportedly experience high levels of stress - not unlike principals.  

According to Borg & Riding (1991), “The research evidence from studies of teacher 

stress carried out in different countries not only attests to the endemic and cross-cultural 

nature of the phenomenon but also how serious the problem is” (Introduction section, 

para. 1).  Teachers face many impediments within their profession, including over-sized 

classes, heavy workload and student disciplinary issues (Pithers & Soden, 1998).  These 

types of demands in the workplace can lead to teacher stress.  Kyriacou defines teacher 

stress as “the experience by a teacher of unpleasant, negative emotions, such as anger,  
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anxiety, tension, frustration or depression, resulting from some aspect of their work as a 

teacher” (2001, p. 28).  Studies show that if a teacher experiences work related stress for 

elongated periods, absenteeism can occur, which is symptomatic of burnout (Borg &  

Riding, 1991).  Burnout is described by Huebner and Cobb as chronic stress while 

serving those in need within a professional setting (2002).  Teachers who suffer from 

burnout may also experience exhaustion, cynicism, job detachment and a perceived 

reduction in self-efficacy (Malasch, Schaufeli & Leiter, 2001).  When teachers 

experience high levels of stress and/or burnout, research reveals that job performance is 

compromised (Malasch et al., 2001). Effective teacher job performance is a necessary 

component for any successful educational system.  “The entire edifice of education is 

shaky if the performance of teachers is weak and ineffective. Therefore, effective job 

performance of teachers is a must for educational improvement…” (Akhlaq et al., 2010, 

p. 47).  

The effectiveness of a school’s leadership is a determining factor of the school 

climate (Norton, 2002).  When leaders encounter high levels of stress, the climate of the 

school could be compromised and consequently, foster a stressful culture.  A school that 

operates under unmanaged stress for extended periods could degenerate into an 

organization that does not function well and has teachers with poor morale (Kelehear, 

2004).  To this point, Kyriacou (2001) lists “administration and management” as one of 

ten main sources of stress for teachers (p. 29).  
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Statement of the Problem 

The K-12 teaching profession is recognized as an exceptionally stressful field for 

teachers and principals (Krauss et al., 2014; Moody & Barrett, 2009; Kyriacou, 2001).  

Teachers experience stress on the job that is linked to various stressors such as heavy 

workload, role ambiguity, being evaluated, increasing concerns about student  

achievement and test scores and administration (Jin, Yeung, Tang & Low, 2008; Dick & 

Wagner, 2001; Kyriacou, 2001; Boyland, 2011; Moody & Barrett, 2009; Kyriacou, 2001; 

Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012).  Studies indicate that teacher stress is often linked to 

decreased job performance, burnout, and absenteeism (Dick & Wagner, 2001; Hansen & 

Sullivan, 2003; Collie, Shapka & Perry, 2012).  According to Klassen & Chiu, teachers 

who experience high levels of work related stress may also experience professional 

outcomes such as having a decreased rapport with students (2010).  Furthermore, teachers 

under stress may also be burdened by lowered self-efficacy (Klassen & Chiu, 2010).  

Other job-related negative outcomes of teacher stress include exiting the profession, early 

retirement and increased teacher turnover rates (Klassen & Chiu, 2010; Yang, Ge, Hu, 

Chi & Wang, 2009).   Collie, Shapka and Perry (2012) state that a teacher’s sense of 

stress can be related to feelings of motivation, commitment and interaction with the 

occupation. When teachers experience high levels of stress for lengthy periods, it can be 

detrimental to their wellbeing along with their students’ and ultimately the whole school 

(Hansen & Sullivan, 2003).  Sabanci conducted and published a study that revealed a 

strong relationship between teacher stress and a school’s organizational health (2011).  
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The study showed that a negative correlation exists between teacher stress and 

organizational health.   

In addition to outcomes that can be directly linked to their job, teachers are also 

prone to experience health ailments due to teacher stress.  These maladies include 

headaches, anxiety, and high blood pressure (Yang et al., 2009).  Still other health  

conditions caused by teacher stress are tension, fatigue, frustration, anger and 

psychological disorders, like depression (Pithers & Soden, 1998; Yang et al., 2009).  To  

this end, an overall poorer quality of life and reduced life expectancy has been observed 

for teachers with teacher stress being identified as the main culprit (Yang et al., 2009).   

Purpose of the Study 

Research literature has documented that both principals and teachers encounter 

stress while on the job (Kyriacou, 2001; Boyland, 2011).  The purpose of this study was 

to ascertain if teachers’ perceptions of their principal being under stress is reciprocal in 

nature and leads to the teachers experiencing stress themselves.   Furthermore, the study 

sought to discover if the stressors perceived by teachers as being experienced by the 

principal were reciprocally encountered by teachers and how teachers responded to those 

perceived stressors. The current study also endeavored to describe the behaviors of the 

principal that are related to teachers’ perceptions of principal stress and how teachers 

respond to those perceptions.   

Research Questions 

 There were three main research questions (RQs) answered using the data 

collected. These RQs included the following:  
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1. What do teachers perceive are their principals’ job-related stressors?  
 

2. According to teachers, how do their principals respond to job-related stressors? 

3. How do teachers respond to their perceptions of principal stress? 

Theoretical Framework 

 This study applied the Crossover Theory (Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler, & 

Wethington, 1989) as the framework for conducting research.  Bolger et al. (1989) define  

stress crossover as occurring when an individual experiences stress on the job which then 

leads to the individual’s significant other experiencing stress at home.  Westman, Bakker,  

Roziner, Caspin & Arnon expand the Crossover Theory stating that it is “the inter-

personal process that occurs when a psychological strain experienced by one person 

affects the level of strain of another person in the same social environment” (2004, p. 1).  

The Crossover Theory can be applied in multiple dyads or groups including work-to-

home, home-to-work, and within working teams (Westman, et al., 2004).   

 The Crossover Theory was used to conduct and explain the current study. 

Principals and their teachers are part of the same working environment.  They work in the 

same building and often have to connect and exchange ideas with each other regarding 

various situations to include student discipline, parental issues, school functions, 

evaluations and a host of other duties and responsibilities.  The existence of this shared 

environment (the school building) fosters the opportunity for the crossover process to 

ensue (Westman & Etzion, 1999).  According to Westman and Etzion (1999), stress 

encountered by one employee on the job can cross over to those colleagues who engage 

with the stressed employee.  The current study used the Crossover Theory as a lens  
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through which to view the interaction of principals and teachers as it relates to the 

crossover of stress from the principal to the teacher(s). 

Significance of the Study 

According to research, many principals and teachers experience high levels of 

job-related stress (Boyland, 2011; Kyriacou & Suttcliffe, 1979).  Quantitative studies 

have provided information concerned with the health risks affiliated with teacher stress as  

well as how teacher stress is related to job performance (Malasch et al., 2001), teacher 

morale (Kelehear, 2004) and organizational health (Sabanci, 2011).  However, this study  

was qualitative and is focused on teachers’ perceptions of their own stress, the perceived 

stress and stressors of their principal and how teachers respond to their perceptions of 

their principal’s stress. Gaining a perspective on teachers’ lived experiences of teacher 

stress, their principal’s perceived stress and stressors and how teachers respond to their 

principal’s stress adds to the existing literature related to the topics of teacher stress and 

principal stress.  Information regarding teachers’ perceptions of their own stress and the 

stress of their principal provides a detailed description of how teachers perceive stress 

functions in their life and how teachers internalize their perceived stressors and the 

stressors of their principal.  Such information is beneficial to not only to those who work 

within the K-12 educational field but also to all who are in some way attached to K-12 

education.  Teachers are one of the most important components of the field of K-12 

education (Akhlaq et al., 2010).   Additional insight into teachers’ lived experiences, 

thoughts and feelings especially with regard to teacher stress which has been linked to 

negative outcomes such as teacher absenteeism (Borg & Riding, 1991), teacher lowered  
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self-efficacy (Malasch et al., 2001; Klassen & Chiu, 2010) and declining organizational 

health (Sabanci, 2011) benefits the entire profession of K-12 education.  

Procedures 

The study used a qualitative research design in an effort to develop a rich and 

thick description of the lived experiences of teachers who experience job stress, their 

perceptions of their principal’s stress and stressors, and how teachers respond to their  

perceptions that the principal is under stress (Creswell, 2007).  A phenomenological 

approach to the research study was appropriate because it provided a detailed description  

of the thoughts and feelings of the study participants with special attention paid to how 

the participants respond to their own stress, principal stress and perceived stressors for 

both teachers and principals.  The population for the study was teachers in an urban 

public school system in a large southeastern state.  The selection of the study participants 

was conducted using specific criteria that exemplify a stressful environment for both the 

principal and the teachers based on research.  

It should be noted that because the researcher is an assistant principal in an urban 

public school district, measures were taken to bracket personal feelings related to the 

study in an effort to eliminate bias when documenting participant responses and 

developing the description of the phenomenon. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

 A delimitation of these procedures was that the study was conducted in one urban 

school district and on one school level (secondary).  The findings of the study only reflect  
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the perceptions of the study participants and are not able to be generalized to the greater 

population of teachers. 

 Another delimitation was the impossibility of uncovering all the perceptions 

teachers may have regarding their own stress, principal stress, stressors or how teachers 

respond to their own perceptions of their principal being stressed.  The complexity of 

teacher stress as well as the individuals experiencing it prevented the description of the 

phenomenon in its totality.    

Definition of Terms 

 Terms that were commonly used and discussed are defined to clarify 

understanding of their contextual meaning within the proposed study. 

1. Job stress - an individual’s reactions to characteristics of the work environment 
that seem emotionally and physically threatening (Jamal, 2011) 

2. Teacher stress - the experience by a teacher of unpleasant, negative emotions, 
such as anger, anxiety, tension, frustration or depression, resulting from some 
aspect of their work as a teacher (Kyriacou, 2001) 

3. Stress (as applied to principals) - “the relationship between a person and the                                           
environment that is appraised by the person to be taxing or exceeding his            
or her resources and endangering his or her well-being” (Lazarus & Folkman, 
1996, p. 19). 

Summary 

 Job stress is a common phenomenon experienced by many people (Imtiaz & 

Ahmad, 2009).  Research shows that stress on the job is pervasive in the field of 

education, affecting principals and teachers alike (Boyland, 2011; Kyriacou & Suttcliffe, 

1979).  Principals encounter job stress often due to the burden of carrying out the 

responsibilities of leading and managing their schools (Buss, 2008; Lam, 2001; Sogunro, 

2012).  School leaders who succumb to stress can foster a stressful school climate which  
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is unhealthy for the organizational structure of the school (Kelehear, 2004). Teachers 

experience stress on the job as well (Boyland, 2011; Moody & Barrett, 2009; Kyriacou,  

2001).  Teacher stress can lead to many undesired outcomes such as burnout, 

absenteeism, psychological and physical health issues, and poor job performance (Dick & 

Wagner, 2001; Hansen & Sullivan, 2003; Malasch et al., 2001; Collie et al., 2012; Yang 

et al., 2009).  

The researched problem in the study was the job stress encountered by teachers 

and principals.  Stress not only hampers the productivity of the individuals experiencing 

it, but it also costs money and time due to employee absenteeism (Imtiaz & Ahmad, 

2009; Klassen & Chiu, 2010; Parker & DeCotis, 1983).  The Crossover Theory was the 

theoretical framework for the study.  Crossover is the process during which the stress or 

strain encountered by one individual is also experienced by another individual who shares 

the same work or social environment (Bolger et al., 1989, Westman, 2001).  This theory 

was applied to the study due to teachers and principals operating in the same work 

environment. 

This study was conducted using a qualitative research design.  The 

phenomenological study was conducted at an urban public school system within a large 

state in the southeast. The study provided a rich, thick description of the lived 

experiences of those teachers who experience stress on the job and perceive their 

principal is under stress.  The study explained the reciprocal nature of principal stress and 

teacher stress, teachers’ perceptions of principal stress, stressors and how teachers 

respond to their perceptions that their principal is under stress. 



 

 

CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

 Chapter two presents research literature related to the current study.  This chapter 

provides literature from the research community regarding stress and job stress which 

provides a background for this study.  In addition, literature explaining the variables of 

the study (teacher stress and principal stress) is presented with the intent of elucidating 

some of the various studies previously conducted and their findings.  Although the 

literature on stress presented in this chapter is not exhaustive, the presentation does 

connote that there is a gap in the research literature which can be filled by the current 

study and add to the body of literary work focused on teacher stress and principal stress.  

This review of related literature is organized topically on stress, job stress, principal 

stress, teacher stress and the theoretical framework governing the study, the Crossover 

Theory. 

Stress and Its Pervasiveness 

 The presence of stress in the lives of people all over the world cannot be 

overstated.  Stress is an encounter that is easily identifiable even if those experiencing it 

are not able to adequately define it.  Hans Selye argued that every human being 

encounters stress and talks about stress, yet few have taken the time to research it for an 

understanding of what it truly is (1974). Stress is a phenomenon encountered by  
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individuals world-wide (Imitaz & Ahmad, 2009).  It is unavoidable; as Gore and Bondre  

(2012) state, stress is natural part of an individual’s daily life experience. Kelehear (2004) 

contends that some level of stress is involved in everything we do from waking up with it  

to living with it throughout the day and even sleeping.  Kelehear states that the only way 

to live a life void of stress is to live a life that is void of others, void of activity and void 

of novel ideas (2004).  

The presence of stress is and has been so ubiquitous in the United States during 

the past few decades that Peterson and Wilson (2004) posit that America is a “nation 

under stress seemingly seeking it despite our protests to the contrary” (p. 91).  Peterson 

and Wilson further state that stress has almost become part of America’s pastime – a 

common topic of discussion (2004).  The American Psychological Association further 

chronicles the extensiveness of stress by providing details in its report entitled Stress in 

America (American Psychological Association, 2013).  This report reveals that although 

Americans are reporting experiencing declining levels of stress when compared to levels 

reported in previous years, they are still reporting a higher level of stress than is 

considered ideal.  In the 2013 Stress in America report, it states that 20% of Americans 

reported experiencing extremely high levels of stress (American Psychological 

Association).  In addition, according to the same report, 80% of adults state that their 

stress has increased or remained the same over the past year as compared to 20% of 

adults reporting that their stress had decreased over the past year (Anderson, et al., 2013).  

Twenty percent of Americans report their stress level as being in the high range of an 8, 9  
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or 10 (American Psychological Association, 2013). Stress in America (Anderson, et al., 

2013) further asserts that Americans acknowledge knowing that stress is burdensome and  

can negatively impact their health; however, they do not make the necessary changes to 

mitigate the presence of stress in their lives.   

Stress (be it positive or negative, eustress or distress) and its effects are unique to 

the person experiencing them (Selye, 1976). The American Institute of Stress states that it 

is impossible to accurately define stress because its existence in each person’s life 

manifests differently thus making a definition of stress problematic to encapsulate with 

words (http://www.stress.org/what-is-stress/).  Those who have attempted to define it 

scientifically have developed differing and conflicting descriptions of the condition.  

Babatunde (2013) states that scientists have referred to it as a “stimulus, or a response, or 

a stimulus-response combination or a transactional relationship between individuals and 

the environment” (p. 74).  When stress is described as a stimulus, scientists perceive the 

condition as being about the environment of the person experiencing the stress.  

Conversely, when stress is defined as a response, it is perceived by scientists as being 

related to psychological reactions occurring within the person experiencing the stress 

(Babatunde, 2013).  The definition of stress as a stimulus-response is combination of both 

(stimulus and response) descriptions of the condition. Those who describe stress as a 

stimulus-response propose that stress is not only a stimulus or a response but rather a 

relationship or interface between both concepts meaning stress occurs as an interaction 

between the psyche of the person (stimulus) and the person’s environment (response) that  
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makes demands on the person forcing him or her to make adjustments and possibly even 

compromising the person’s well-being (Babatunde, 2013). 

Hans Selye, referred to as the “The Father of Stress,” (Pettigrew & Lee, 2011, p. 

1) acknowledged the same difficulty experienced by the American Institute of Stress and 

referenced by Babatunde with regards to defining stress.   “The word ‘stress,’ like 

‘success,’ ‘failure,’ or ‘happiness,’ means different things to different people, so defining 

it is extremely difficult although the word has become part of our daily vocabulary” 

(Selye, 1974, p. 26).  Yet Selye still developed a definition for the condition.  Selye’s 

definition of stress is “the nonspecific response of the body to any demand made upon it” 

(1974, p.27).  The scientist supported his definition of stress by providing scientific 

examples of how the body responds when under stress.  According to Selye, the body 

performs certain “specific” responses when stressed such as shivering when cold or 

sweating when hot (1974, p. 27-28).  The stress placed on the body demands that the 

body make accommodations in an effort for the body to return to its normal state. These 

demands however are “nonspecific” (Selye, 1974, p.28).   “In other words, in addition to 

their specific actions, all agents to which we are exposed also produce a nonspecific 

increase in the need to perform adaptive functions and thereby to re-establish normalcy” 

(Selye, 1974, p. 28).   Selye emphasized how differing life events can be perceived as 

stressful by those encountering such events as the birth or death of a loved one, a career 

change, inclement weather, a surprise birthday party or an athletic competition (1974).  It 

is inconsequential whether the individual perceives the life event as enjoyable or 

unenjoyable. What does matter is the greatness of the need (i.e., the demand) for the body  
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to make adjustments because of the life event.  Life events or “agents” (p. 29), such as 

experiencing the birth or death of a loved one, may be seemingly completely dissimilar  

and elicit emotions that are completely opposite of each other (i.e., elation and 

devastation).  However, Selye argued that the body responds to such agents “in a 

stereotyped manner, with identical biochemical changes, essentially meant to cope with 

any type of increased demand upon the human machinery” (1974, p. 26).    

Selye coined the term “stressor” and originated its meaning as a factor that 

produces stress (1974, pg.27). Selye reported that no person can avoid stress until death 

(1974). In fact, he maintained that the complete absence of stress in a person’s life 

equates to death.  Even while sleeping, stress is present as the brain continues to function, 

the heart continues to beat and lungs continue to take in oxygen (Selye, 1974).  

Therefore, stress has no boundaries for who it may affect.  Stress impacts a person’s life, 

regardless of characteristics such as age, gender, ethnicity, socio-economic background, 

religion or education.   

 Although the most commonly referenced meaning of stress has a negative 

connotation and is used to describe a negative experience, stress does not always exhibit 

negative responses in one’s life (Aldwin, 2007).  Stress can promote actions that 

positively impact an individual (Lazarus, 1993).  Eustress is defined by Selye as an ideal 

level of arousal (1976).  When a person experiences eustress, he or she experiences 

optimal levels of stress that lead to a heightened level of performance.  Eustress tends to 

propel one to complete tasks and meet impending deadlines, which is why it is also 

referred to as “good stress” by Korovkin & Stephenson (2010, p. 333).  However, too  
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much stress may overwhelm a person, which is why distress is referred to as “bad stress” 

(Korovkin & Stephenson, 2010, p.333).  When people speak of stress in general terms,  

they are most often referring to distress and its negative impact.  The focus of this study 

will be the most commonly referenced form of stress (distress). 

 Humans respond to stress in a variety of specific ways.  Sebastian (2013) points to 

three responses to stress – behavioral changes, physiological changes and psychological 

changes.  A person who is experiencing stress may undergo a change in behavior during 

which performance decreases, consumption of alcohol or drugs may increase, or the 

ability to process information may become impaired (Sebastian, 2013).  Physiological 

symptoms due to stress may include ulcers and issues with hormones as well as the 

circulatory system (Sebastian, 2013).  Selye (1956, 1985) explains that stress induces 

specific physiological responses (like high blood pressure) and affects particular organs 

(i.e., the thymus, adrenal and gastrointestinal tract) in precise ways.  Experiencing stress 

may also cause psychological effects such as feelings of anxiety, lack of sleep, discontent 

and depression amongst other symptoms (Sebastian, 2013).  According to Amirkhan 

(2012), stress can threaten the body’s homeostasis and “when adaptational demands 

exceed the body’s ability to resist, the result is ill health or even death” (p. 56).   

Considering the numerous negative outcomes linked to stress, it should be 

reiterated that although the body’s response to stress is specific, the cause of stress (the 

stressor) is not specific and depends on the person experiencing the stress.  An interaction 

or situation that is extremely stressful for one may be extremely energizing for another 

(Selye, 1956).  Stress can be the response to any kind of event or encounter from the  
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death of a loved one to playing a game of kickball.  Thoits (2010) notes that stressors 

may include having an inadequate income, caring for a disabled family member and  

living in a dangerous environment.  In addition, Thoits (2010) states that severe changes 

in a person’s life may cause one to be stressed. These severe changes include becoming 

unemployed, getting divorced and grieving over the death of a loved one, for example. 

Furthermore, extremely traumatic stressors include events that are perceived as 

physically or psychologically threatening such as serving in war, being a victim of 

physical and/or sexual abuse, experiencing natural disasters and witnessing an act of 

violence (Thoits, 2010).  As Selye stated, stress is determined by how well a person 

responds to change; therefore, when life’s circumstances arise, stress is all about “how 

you take it” (1985, p. 10). 

Job Stress 

“Although work provides a range of benefits such as increased income, social 

contact, and sense of purpose, it can also have negative effects on mental health, 

particularly in the form of stress” (Bhui et al., 2012, p.1).   Encountering stress that is 

caused by work is ranked highly among Americans with 65% of those surveyed stating 

that their work is a stressor.  This percentage is second only to money (69%) as a source 

of stress (American Psychological Association, 2013).  Job stress is defined by Jamal as 

an individual’s reactions to characteristics of the work environment that seem 

emotionally and physically threatening (2011).  Job stress should not be confused with 

facing challenges on the job.  When facing challenges, the employee may overcome the 

challenges and feel a sense of accomplishment (NIOSH, 2004).  Conversely, job stress  
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occurs when the resources available to the worker and the skill set possessed by the 

worker do not meet the demands of the job (NIOSH, 2004).  Adaramola (2012) noted that  

job stress is precipitated by a worker having high demands with low control of the work 

situation.  Although some stress on the job is expected and even necessary to grow, 

suffering with high levels of stress over extended periods of time can become 

incapacitating and devastating for the worker (Walinga & Rowe, 2013).  The Yerkes-

Dodson Curve in Figure 2 illustrates how the level of stress that a worker experiences is 

related to the level of performance that the worker accomplishes (1908). Working in an 

environment in which the worker experiences little or no stress does not present a 

challenge and can become boring because there is no perceived need for the worker to 

direct energy and attention on a task (Adaramola, 2012).  Being saddled with too much 

stress, however, may compromise the worker’s job performance (Adaramola, 2012; 

Sebastian, 2013). 
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Figure 2. Yerkes-Dodson Curve: The Levels of Stress and How They are Related to 
Work Performance 

 

Experiencing stress on the job is not an unusual phenomenon.  In fact, Peterson 

and Wilson (2004) affirm that being stressed on the job is a social norm and further offer 

that stress is “almost a pastime in the American psyche” (p. 91). Imtiaz and Ahmad 

(2009) state that “stress is a universal element experienced by employees around the 

globe” (p.468).  Babatunde (2013) reports that occupational stress is extremely prevalent 

and linked to negative outcomes. A report conducted and published by the Center for 

Disease Control (2010) stated that 40% of workers in the United States conveyed that 

their job is highly stressful (NIOSH, 2004).  In addition, 25% of workers in America 

believe that their job is their primary stressor (NIOSH, 2004), and 29% of those surveyed 

stated that they feel stressed while at work.  It is estimated that 100 million workdays are 

forfeited because of stress resulting in a cost of $702 per employee per year paid by  

companies, high levels of absenteeism and eventual job loss (Imtiaz & Ahmad, 2009; 

New Life Solution, 2013). Cooper and Dewe (2008) report that 46% of all workdays are  



 

 

24

 

lost due to sickness related to stress, anxiety and depression. The percentage reveals that 

stress, anxiety and depression combined is the main culprit of absences due to work-

related sickness, and these three conditions combined have been the single greatest 

worker complaint (Cooper & Dewe, 2008).   

Khalid et al. (2012) note that workers who are under stress experience diminished 

use of their everyday intelligence.  In addition, stress compromises the worker’s ability to 

perform job duties, focus on tasks and accomplish pre-established targets or goals 

(Khalid et al., 2012).  Stressed workers can suffer from muddled thinking and a reduced 

ability to control their emotions (New Life Solution, 2013).  Ultimately, those employees  

who are inclined to experience job stress are less likely to produce their highest quality of 

work.  Hence, job stress has been negatively related to employee performance level 

(Khalid, et al., 2012).  Job stress has also been linked to compromised safety and 

accidents occurring in the workplace.  Adaramola (2012) reports that “60 to 80% of 

accidents on the job are stress related” (p. 2955).    

According to Sinha and Subramanian (2012), there are multiple causes of job 

stress that a worker (specifically managers in their study) can suffer from on the job that 

can lead to compromised organizational efficiency.   The authors focus on organizational 

role stress (ORS) which is stress that is related to the roles that workers must play within 

their work environment.  A role, as defined in the job setting, is the position the worker 

holds with expectations put upon the worker by significant others within the work 

environment (Sinha & Subramanian, 2012). ORS had been recognized as falling into two 

categories – role conflict and role ambiguity.  Role conflict is described as the worker  
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having differing expectations affiliated with the role.  Role ambiguity is described as 

vagueness concerned with the criteria of the role or the perceived inability to predict the 

role outcomes (Sinha & Subramanian, 2012).  However, Sinha and Subramanian (2012) 

state that role conflict and role ambiguity can be further divided into eight sub-categories 

of role-related stressors experienced by workers.  The eight sub-categories of role-related 

stressors are as follows: 

•  Inter-role distance: experiencing conflict between multiple roles one may 
have to fulfill such as being a school administrator and a husband 

• Role stagnation: being in one role for so long that the worker balks at 
embracing a new and more challenging role 

• Role expectations conflict: the worker having differing expectations of the 
role from others  

• Role erosion: occurs when the organization is altering roles and developing 
new roles usually while going through a transition 

• Role overload: experienced when the worker perceives that copious amounts 
of work is required of them 

• Role isolation: having a distrust of coworkers 

• Personal inadequacy: the worker perceiving that he has encountered a career 
height followed by a decline in his status in the work environment prior to 
retirement 

• Resource inadequacy: the perception that the worker does not have the 
resources (time, personnel, supplies, information) needed to effectively fulfill 
the role assigned to her  

Sinha & Subramanian (2012) conducted a study to provide more quantitative 

insight into whether stress differs based on the managerial level of the workers.  Forty-

five randomly selected respondents on various managerial levels participated in the 

questionnaire-based study which was conducted in private-sector business organizations  
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in India’s most prominent area, Maharashtra State.  The study focused on ORS and the 

eight categories of role-related stress, and the researchers held the hypothesis “that there 

would be significant difference in the type and degree of role stress experienced across 

different managerial levels” (Sinha & Subramanian, 2012, p. 73).  The results of the 

study revealed the highest level of ORS for low-level managers was due to role 

expectations.  The data revealed that low-level managers were under stress due to the 

conflicting role expectations held by supervisors, subordinates, peers and clients (Sinha 

& Subramanian, 2012).  Middle-level managers experienced the greatest ORS in the role  

stagnation category.  Middle-level managers felt that they had little to no opportunity for 

growth.  Role erosion was the leading stressor for high-level managers (Sinha & 

Subramanian, 2012).   

Sinha and Subramanian (2012) offered that based on the study, role-related stress 

is experienced by workers and that it has a high amount of influence on job performance.  

The researchers noted that stress in the work environment can contribute to lowered work 

efficiency and compromised job productivity.  Furthermore, they stated that stress can 

lead to increased turnover, decreased morale and greater absenteeism (Sinha & 

Subramanian, 2012).  The hypothesis presented by the researchers in this study was 

supported by the results in that there were significant differences in the ORS experienced 

across low, middle and high managerial levels. Sinha and Subramanian (2012) stated that 

study respondents were under stress due to their inability to adjust to the demands of their 

job roles.  
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In addition to the role-related stressors described by Sinha and Subramanian, there 

are a variety of other causes leading to workers experiencing stress on the job.  According  

to Thoits (2010), experiencing conflict with co-workers can lead to stress. Similar to 

Sinha and Subramanian (2012), El Shikieri and Musa (2012) also state that role conflict, 

role ambiguity and role demands all contribute to job stress.  Furthermore, El Shikieri and 

Musa (2012) note that being responsible for others in the work environment leads to 

stress.  For instance, having to encourage and work with co-workers to meet deadlines 

and accomplish tasks can be stressful. According to Trades Union Congress (TUC), 

heavy workload, lack of organization, being bullied, work novelty and having a low sense  

of control can all lead to stress in the workplace (TUC, 2008).   Another study conducted 

in Sweden revealed causes of stress among Swedish workers.  This longitudinal study 

focused on Swedish employees who worked 30 hours or more per week as the 

respondents revealed that high psychological demands and low decision latitude were 

found to be related to workplace stress (Canivet et al., 2013).  The purpose of the 12-year 

longitudinal study was to examine if workers’ experience of high psychological demands, 

low decision latitude and high job strain were independent determinants of disability 

pension rates (Canivet et al, 2013).  Based on the study results, “high psychological 

demands, low decision latitude, and job strain were all confirmed as independent risk 

factors for subsequent disability pension” (Canivet et al., 2013; p. 2).   

Job stress has been linked to unhealthy lifestyle habits, lower job productivity and 

high turnover rates – all of which cost employers time and money (Heikkila et al., 2013; 

Walinga & Rowe, 2013; Halkos & Bousinakis, 2010).  A study conducted on 425  
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employees working in companies in both the private and public sectors in Greece 

revealed that stress decreases job productivity (Halkos & Bousinakis, 2010).  This same  

study also revealed that increased job satisfaction positively correlates positively with 

productivity (Halkos & Bousinakis, 2010).  The study showed that when stress on the job 

begins to overlap into a worker’s personal life, productivity decreases (Halkos & 

Bousinakis, 2010).  Conversely, the study also revealed that stress can be useful in active 

and energetic employees by causing them to be more productive, content creative and 

less bored (Halkos & Bousinakis, 2010).  The study referred to this type of stress as 

“useful” (Halkos & Bousinakis, 2010, p. 427).  The authors of this study argue, however,  

that some of the negative outcomes of stress include developing poor relationships with 

colleagues, making poor work-related decisions, becoming more aggressive and 

experiencing lowered job satisfaction (Halkos & Bousinakis, 2010).  The authors 

acknowledge some symptoms of a stressed worker which include increased absences, 

increased errors in work, and reduced work quality (Halkos & Bousinakis, 2010).   

Behaviors that have a negative effect on a person’s health such as heavy drinking, 

sedentariness, smoking and illicit drug use cause an increase in the mortality rate and 

higher insurance costs (Heikkila et al., 2013; New Life Solution, 2013).  Workers who 

are under stress are more prone to exhibit these types of unhealthy lifestyle choices 

(Heikkila et al., 2013). A European study during which executed a meta-analysis of data 

from a consortium 11 of previously conducted health and stress related studies.  The 

study was conducted using 118,000 participants.   The intent of the study was to examine 

existing relationships between stress and disease (Heikkila et al., 2013).  Researchers  
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analyzed specific health indicators such as body mass index, tobacco and alcohol 

consumption and physical activity.  The researchers also used four criteria to quantify a 

healthy or unhealthy lifestyle.  The criteria for a healthy lifestyle were having a healthy 

BMI and being of normal weight, not smoking, consuming moderate amounts of alcohol, 

and being physically active (Heikkila et al., 2013).  The criteria for having an unhealthy 

lifestyle were having a BMI and weight that was too low or too high, smoking, being a 

non-drinker or over-indulging in alcohol and being sedentary (Heikkila et al., 2013).  Job 

strain (psychosocial job stress) encountered by the respondents was measured in the 11 

studies (Heikkila et al., 2013).  After conducting a quantitative analysis of the variables  

(both cross-sectional and longitudinal), the findings of the study revealed that workers 

who encounter job strain were less likely to practice a healthy lifestyle than their 

counterparts who were not experiencing job strain (Heikkila et al., 2013). Therefore, 

reducing stress increases the psychosocial well-being of workers (Heikkila et al., 2013).  

Job stress has been associated with absence from work; however, it has also been 

found to be linked to presenteeism as well (Magnavita & Garbarion, 2013; Borg & 

Riding, 1991;  Gilbreath & Karimi, 2012; Jeon et al., 2014). Presenteeism refers to an 

employee being present at work but performing subpar and causing a loss in productivity 

due to suffering from some type of illness or other cause (Cooper & Dewe, 2008; 

Gilbreath & Karimi, 2012).  In short, “presenteeism occurs when employees are 

physically present, but mentally absent” (Gilbreath & Karimi, 2012, p.115).  For some, 

presenteeism manifests as workers going through the motions of working while their 

minds are someplace else.  In other situations, workers report to work but are not actually  
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doing any work (Gilbreath & Karimi, 2012).   While it is more difficult to monitor and 

analyze than absenteeism,  presenteeism is being recognized as a new health, worker 

productivity and economic concern for organizations (Jeon et al., 2014).  Those workers 

who suffer from presenteeism are more prone to have decreased productivity, have an 

increased number of accidents or mistakes, be less creative, and deliver a poorer quality 

of service (Gilbreath & Karimi, 2012).  A study conducted in Australia focused on 

presenteeism and supervisor behavior.  The quantitative study had a total of 149 

respondents who all worked in different capacities in two hospitals. The purpose of the 

study was to examine the degrees to which supervisor behavior was related to  

presenteeism experienced by employees (Gilbreath & Karimi, 2012).  The researchers 

focused on job-stress-related presenteeism, and the study supported that job stress was 

positively related to presenteeism.  In addition, the study revealed that supervisor 

behavior was associated with the presenteeism experienced by employees.  The study 

further revealed that negative supervisor behavior had a stronger correlation with 

employee job-stress-related presenteeism than positive supervisor behavior (Gilbreath & 

Karimi, 2012). 

Some lower or moderate levels of job stress can positively affect a worker’s 

performance by applying enough pressure or the worker to focus and accomplish the 

assigned task (Adaramola, 2012).  However, job stress, if excessive, chronic and 

unmanaged, can lead to numerous negative outcomes that can result in varying loss not 

only for the employees but also for the employing companies and those who are 

depending on the companies for a provided service (Gilbreath & Karimi, 2012; New Life  
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Solution, 2013; American Psychological Association, 2013).  Those experiencing stress 

from work may exhibit multiple and varying physiological, psychological and behavioral 

symptoms as individuals tend to respond to stress in different ways (Sebastian, 2013).  

Some of the outcomes of encountering job stress are poor decision making, absenteesism, 

presenteeism, reduced job performance, on-the-job accidents, high blood pressure, 

depression, headaches and, in some unfortunate and extreme cases, death (Thoits, 2010; 

Amirkhan, 2012; Smith & Bielecky, 2012; Jeon et al., 2014; Adaramola, 2012).  Causes 

associated with job stress are heavy workload, supervisor behaviors, conflict with 

colleagues, lack of necessary resources, role conflict and role ambiguity amongst other  

noted causes (El Shikieri & Musa, 2012; Gilbreath & Karimi, 2012; Sinha & 

Subramanian, 2012).   

Principal Stress 

The responsibilities of a school principal are numerous, ever changing and require 

a great deal of time and attention to accomplish successfully.  Principals can be viewed as 

the managers of their school buildings.  In fact, Okoroma and Robert-Okah (2007) state 

that principals are responsible for “the effective management of human and material 

resources for goal achievement…” (p. 4).  As such, they carry the weight of the 

responsibility of all the activity that occurs within the school building (Skakon, 

Kristensen, Christensen, Lund, Labriola, 2011).  “Being a manager is related to having a 

large amount of responsibility, having to make unpopular decisions and being at the 

centre of attention” (Skakon et al., 2011, p. 104).  Presently, schools and their principals 

are met with abundant challenges such as policies that evolve with the times, academic  
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goals attached to deadlines, dangerous and violent communities and school environments 

and even natural disasters (Sogunro, 2012).  In addition to these challenges, principals are 

also confronted with changing academic standards and curricula that must be taught as 

well as the updated criteria used to evaluate schools such as college and career readiness 

measurements all while evaluating faculty and staff and being evaluated by a superior 

(Wells, 2013).   Principals are expected to keep their attention focused on these 

mountainous issues while having to be available at all times for parents, students, school 

district office personnel and school board members via electronic communication (Wells, 

2013).  The role of the principal is growing increasingly complex as more focus is placed  

on academic achievement as dictated by the federal government.  Furthermore, concern 

about sanctions being placed on schools that are rated as failing is felt by administrators, 

and school leaders are responsible for developing positive relationships with school  

stakeholders all while keeping students and employees who work in their buildings safe 

(Reynolds & O’dwyer, 2008). According to Sogunro (2012), today’s schools are more 

stressful than they have ever been, and principals receive the brunt of daily stressors that 

mount due to the numerous burdens placed on the backs of administrators.  The stress 

encountered by principals is so great, in fact, that some experience health issues, others 

suffer from burnout, still others go into early retirement, and in some very unfortunate 

situations principals die while managing their schools (Sogunro, 2012). 

The stress of school principals can negatively impact not only the principals 

themselves but also those they lead and those who are school stakeholders (Sogunro, 

2012).  Sogunro (2012) proposes that because school administrators have to interact with  
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and respond to the multi-faceted needs of all their constituents, they are susceptible 

stressful situations more frequently.  “Schools are also minefields of disappointment, 

crises, unrest, fear, anguish, humiliation, grief, and depression” (Sogunro, 2012, p. 673).  

The emotions of principals evolve as they must be involved in many of the interactions of 

their stakeholders which can increase stress levels (Sogunro, 2012).  Being subjected to 

numerous stressful situations does not allow for the stress encountered by the leader to 

dissipate which can lead to various physical, physiological and psychological issues with 

high costs (Sogunro, 2012).  Other negative outcomes caused principals’ stress is a 

decrease in job productivity and effectiveness (Sogunro, 2012).  “Overall, the fact  

remains that stress is a chronic phenomenon in school administration, yet little or nothing 

is done to prepare potential school administrators for it” (Sogunro, 2012, p. 666). 

The stress encountered by principals comes from multiple sources.  Because the 

principalship is a highly visible position, principals are often the target of criticism from 

their constituents (Cushing, Kerrins & Johnstone, 2003).  The high levels accountability 

and responsibility meshed with low levels of autonomy, flexibility and authority are also 

noted sources of stress (Cushing et al., 2003; Goodwin, Cunningham & Childress, 2003).  

Principals also encounter long hours at work due to various after school activities. It is 

estimated that some principals average 60-70 hours worked per week and still do not feel 

like all their tasks have been handled (Cushing et al., 2003).  These long work weeks lead 

to less time spent with families and participating in leisure activities (Cushing et al., 

2003).  In fact, job stress can also cause the personal relationships that principals attempt 

to maintain to become bitter because of the time they spend on the job (Sogunro, 2012).  
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The sources of stress for principals are varied and numerous.  A case study 

conducted in Connecticut had 52 principals as participants.  The principals were from all 

three school levels (16 elementary, 18 middle and 18 high).  The purpose of the study 

was to investigate the factors contributing to principal stress and the coping mechanisms 

that were effective in moderating their stress (Sogunro, 2012).  The findings of this study 

revealed seven major factors contributing to principal stress.  Table 1 illustrates the seven 

major stress factors as well as how many of the 52 principals noted that the factor 

contributed to their.  Table 1 also illustrates what percentage of the 52 respondents noted 

that the factor contributed to their stress (Sogunro, 2012). 

 
Table 1 

Causes of Stress Among 52 School Principals 

 

 
 
 
 Each of the seven major stress factors from the Sogunro (2012) study were 

revealed during interviews with the 52 principals.  The factor that contributed to all the 

respondents’ stress was unpleasant relationships and people conflicts (Sogunro, 2012). 

Principals are charged with maintaining relationships with all stakeholders.  Sogunro  
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(2012) notes that stakeholders can be both internal and external.  Internal stakeholders are 

those who work in and/or are directly related to the school such as district office 

personnel, school board members, administrators, teachers, parents and students.  

Conversely, external stakeholders are those who include media representatives and 

members of community organizations and business owners and employees (Sogunro, 

2012).  Maintaining positive relationships with all these different stakeholders can be a 

daunting task especially when conflict ensues.  Most principals (92%) participating in the 

study stated that their highest stressor related to people conflicts was between the teacher 

and principal and among teachers (Sogunro, 2012).  Engaging with difficult parents was 

the second greatest stressor related to people conflict with 90% of the respondents noting  

their stress from conflict with parents.  Even conflict with the superintendent was stated 

as a stressor for some principals who may not always agree with the superintendent-

issued mandates.  Regardless of who the stakeholder may be, resolving conflict can 

consume a principal’s time and vitality (Sogunro, 2012). 

Limited time and other related issues was another major stress factor for 

principals.  Sogunro (2012) notes that principals do not have a predictable day due to the 

multiple problems and issues that can arise without notice and pilfer the administrator’s 

time.  Added to the problems and issues that must be handled by the principal is the 

perceived unreasonable deadlines enforced by district office which 70% of the principals 

noted as a stressor (Sogunro, 2012).  Another stressor revealed in the study related to 

problems and issues that may arise in the school setting is school crises.  School crises 

are a source of great stress for principals because they typically come without notice or  



36 

 

 

time to prepare.  Those principals who lack experience in crisis situations experience high 

levels of anxiety, confusion and stress.  Even the most experienced, organized and 

equipped principal can get flustered in crisis or hostile situations and consequently 

encounter a great amount of stress (Sogunro, 2012). 

As school accountability increases, another major stressor for the principals who 

participated in the study was the local, state and federal mandates which some 

respondents felt are unrealistic (Sogunro, 2012).  Due to the high levels of accountability, 

principals often have to complete reports and other paperwork assigned that cannot be 

delegated to anyone else.  Ninety percent of the respondents stated that changing local, 

state and federal mandates and policies contributed to their stress (Sogunro, 2012). While  

being stressed by policies and mandates, limited financial resources and related issues 

was also noted as a stressor by 85% of the Connecticut principals who were study 

participants.  Principals stated that they make adjustments to the budgetary constraints, 

but that it was difficult when cuts forced them to perform layoffs (Sogunro, 2012).   

Other major contributors to stress for principals revealed in the Sogunro (2012) 

study were having the fear of failure and dealing with negative publicity and the media. 

According to Sogunro (2012), “The fear of failure affects the behavior of an individual in 

achieving a goal.  The fear of failure creates tension, casts doubts or success, and 

consequently incapacitates the drive to perform to the optimum level of one’s capacity” 

(p. 681).  Being on the list of failing schools was stated as a stressor for 73% of the 

principals in the study, and Sogunro (2012) stated that because some people have such 

trepidation regarding failure that they refuse to accept failure as an possibility.  As it  
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relates to experiencing negative publicity and dealing with the media, 60% of the study 

participants recognized this as a major factor contributing to their stress (Sogunro, 2012).  

The principals noted their concerns with the media who can misrepresent the truth and 

put a blemish on the school’s image.  Some principals stated that they feel a great amount 

of anxiety when communicating with members of the media to the point where they hate 

to meet with them and in some cases become panicked at the sight of them when they 

come to the school (Sogunro, 2012).   

In the study results, Sogunro (2012) also presented how stress affected the 52 

respondents.  Some of the principals were stated as responding well to temperate amounts 

of stress.  An overwhelming majority of the principals in the study (96%) acknowledged  

that they had encountered work stress that escalated to the point where they felt the stress 

was impacting their job performance, health and personal life (Sogunro, 2012).  Some of 

the principals stated that the principalship had almost led them to a divorce, drinking 

more coffee, inadequate sleep and weight loss.  Some of the other negative outcomes that 

the principals in the study attributed to the stress of the principalship are headache, 

anxiety over a possible mistake, hypertension, feelings of unhappiness, depression and 

helplessness, nightmares and even graying hair (Sogunro, 2012).  In addition to the 

causes and outcomes of principal stress, Sogunro (2012) presented some ways to control 

stress. 

A study conducted in Muscat, Sultanate of Oman on principal stress used a 

different research method and also revealed some similar findings and well as some 

different findings from the Sogunro (2012) study.  The study conducted by Hans and  
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colleagues (2014) was focused on evaluating the work stress and job satisfaction of 

headmasters serving at bilingual schools.  The descriptive study was conducted using a 

random sampling of 40 headmasters as participants (Hans, Mubeen, Khan, Al Saadi, 

2014).  The results of the study revealed that headmasters in Muscat perceived that 

although they were highly satisfied with their challenging jobs, they were more likely to 

become stressed at work.  According to the results of the study, and similar to the 

principals in the Sogunro (2012) study, the Muscat headmasters attributed their stress to 

the “volume of work and responsibility they had in schools.  Availability and efficiency 

of administrative staff and teacher also impacted the increased level of stress…” (Hans et 

al., 2014, p. 45).  The study further revealed that heavy workload, subpar work  

environment and lack of leisure time contributed to the stress of the headmasters (Hans et 

al., 2014).  The study also reported that the headmasters’ stress was linked to their 

experiences of both physical and psychological illness (Hans et al., 2014).  Although the 

Sogurno (2012) study did not mention availability and efficiency of the administrative 

staff and teachers or subpar work environment as stressors, there were other stressors that 

principals from both Connecticut and Muscat had in common such as heavy workload.  

The administrators from both studies also shared similar negative outcomes related to 

stress that manifested physically and psychologically (Sogunro, 2012; Hans et al., 2014). 

As mentioned in the Sogunro (2012) study, stress is felt by principals of all school 

levels - elementary, middle and high.  Even kindergarten principals feel the effects of 

stress in their leadership roles (Sai Wong & Cheuk, 2005).  A study that took place in 

Macau was conducted using 44 kindergarten principals as participants.  The study was  
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quantitative in nature and was conducted by administering a questionnaire to each of the 

participants (Sai Wong & Cheuk, 2005).  The study had three aims.  One purpose of the 

study was to examine how stressful the participating kindergarten principals perceived 

their jobs to be and if the stress encountered by the principals was related to negative 

emotions and being dissatisfied with their job.  Another purpose of the study was to 

examine if the principal’s supervisor could mitigate the undesirable outcomes of stress by 

providing emotional and informational support.  “The third objective was to assess the 

extent to which the receipt of support from one’s supervisor was associated with such 

negative effects as reduced competence and a sense of obligation to return the help 

received” (Sai Wong & Cheuk, 2005, p. 186).  The results of this study revealed that the  

kindergarten principals in Macau who were surveyed perceived their work as moderately 

stressful (Sai Wong & Cheuk, 2005).  This finding differed from the finding from the 

Sogunro (2012) study which revealed that Connecticut principals encountered such high 

levels of stress that at times they felt it was affecting their health.  The kindergarten 

principals from Macau felt moderate levels of both job satisfaction which differed from 

the principals in the study conducted in Muscat who had high levels of job satisfaction 

(Hans et al., 2014; Sai Wong & Cheuk, 2005).  Sai Wong and Cheuk (2005) note that the 

study participants were effectively coping with their stress as they did not express that 

they were experiencing the negative outcomes affiliated with extreme and chronic levels 

of stress such as burnout, depression or absence from work. 

The study conducted by Sai Wong and Cheuk (2005) also revealed that the job 

stress encountered by the respondents was linked to greater feelings of negative emotions  
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and decreased job satisfaction.  According to Sai Wong and Cheuk (2005), emotional 

support from the principal’s superior assisted in reducing the emotional stress felt by the 

principal.  In addition, having the emotional support of the supervisor would increase the 

principal’s self-image and abet them with facing problems on the job that could be 

stressful (Sai Wong & Cheuk, 2005).  The study revealed that the supervisor’s emotional 

support diminished the damaging effects stress could inflict.  Regarding the helpfulness 

of informational support offered by the principal’s supervisor in an effort to mitigate job 

stress, the study revealed that informational support was not an effective buffering tool 

(Sai Wong & Cheuk, 2005).  Principals could perceive the informational support as “an 

indication of the doubt that the superior harbored in respect of the competence or  

leadership of the principals.  Such a perception would in turn induce a sense of 

insecurity…” (Sai Wong & Cheuk, 2005, p. 192).  The findings related to the third 

objective of the study, which was to investigate any potential damaging outcomes of 

receiving social support, revealed an insignificant correlation between receiving social 

support and perceiving that one could not manage one’s problems independently.  

Furthermore, the study revealed that principals only felt a minimal amount of compulsion 

to reciprocate the support to the person who initially provided them with support (Sai 

Wong & Cheuk, 2005).   

Okoroma and Robert-Okah (2005) conducted a study in Rivers State located in 

Nigeria.  The study was focused on factors that contributed to administrative stress and 

used a sample of 298 principals as participants. The researchers used a quantitative 

research method and administered questionnaires to gather data (Okoroma & Robert- 
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Okah, 2005).  The purpose of the study was to investigate if inadequate funding, 

inadequate facilities, poor conditions of service, insufficiently trained teachers and work 

overload were significantly related to principal stress.  The findings of the study revealed 

that each issue contributed to the principals’ stress with the exception of insufficiently 

trained teachers (Okoroma & Robert-Okah, 2005).  The issue that the principals faced 

that led to the greatest source of stress was poor conditions of service.  This issue was 

described as the service conditions provided for the teachers and included factors such as 

allowances, accommodations provided for staff members and students and irregular 

promotion (Okoroma & Robert-Okah, 2005).  These factors were perceived to be so 

subpar that teachers had to look for other opportunities to earn income.  According to the  

principals, lack of adequate conditions of service for teachers caused the teachers to not 

be fully committed to their responsibilities as a teacher which placed additional burdens 

on the principals (Okoroma & Robert-Okah, 2005).  The authors surmised that 

insufficiently trained teachers did not significantly contribute to the principals’ stress 

because the failure rate of students was not a result solely of ill-equipped teachers 

(Okoroma & Robert-Okah, 2005). 

 The job stress encountered by principals was also the focus of a study conducted 

in Malaysia which included 130 Malaysian administrators and senior teachers in the 

quantitative study (Hashim & Kayode, 2012).  Data for the study was gathered using a 

questionnaire. With an aim of examining the factors acting as stressors for the 

respondents as well as how they cope with those stressors, the study revealed five major 

contributors to stress for the study participants (Hashim & Kayode, 2012).  Similar to the  
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Connecticut principals who participated in the Sogunro (2012) study, the principals in 

this study noted that resolving conflict was a source of stress for them although having a 

lack of support was not addressed in the Sogunro study (Sogunro, 2012; Hasim & 

Kayode, 2012).  Working conditions contributing to stress was noted by both the 

principals in the Hashim and Kayode (2012) study as well as the study conducted by 

Okoroma and Robert-Okah (2005).  Although the studies may have labeled the factors 

differently, all the studies with the objective of investigating what sources contributed to 

administrators’ stress pointed to heavy workload as a factor that significantly contributed 

to their stress (Hashim & Kayode, 2012; Sogunro, 2012; Okoroma & Robert-Okah, 2005; 

Hans et al., 2014; Sinha & Subramanian, 2012).  Another source of stress for the  

principals and senior teachers in the Hashim and Kayode (2012) study was lacking 

resources.  Inadequate resources was also noted as a stressor by principals in the Sinha 

and Subramanian (2012) study as well as the Sogunro (2012) study.  Other stressors 

revealed in the Hashim and Kayode (2012) study were having little or no support from 

parents and staff and work environment. 

 One problematic indicator of principal stress noted by some studies is the current 

principal shortage (Conrad & Rosser, 2007; Durow & Brock, 2004; Pijanowski, Hewitt & 

Brady, 2009; Cushing et al., 2003).  The literature about the shortage of principals 

highlights one of the primary reasons for the shortage is the sources contributing to 

principal stress.  Conrad and Rosser (2007) explain that potential principal applicants are 

reluctant to advance to the principalship because of all that the job entails such as the 

higher levels of accountability and long hours.  These stressors come with being the  
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principal; however, the compensation for the job is not perceived as worth the additional 

stress (Conrad & Rosser, 2007).  “The many challenges associated with upper-level 

administrative positions, such as the high school principalship and the superintendency, 

have become a deterrent to those qualified to pursue the job” (Conrad & Rosser, 2007, p. 

575).  Cushing and colleagues (2003) also list job stress as one of the impediments 

preventing qualified applicants from aspiring to become principals. The authors note 

criticism from the public and high accountability as sources of stress.  Moreover, they 

state that the position of principal lacks the preferred authority and autonomy which 

further exacerbates the level of stress (Cushing et al., 2003). Pijanowski, Hewitt and 

Brady (2009) explain that federal mandates and policies also contribute to the pressures  

placed upon principals that cause potential candidates to shy away from applying for the 

position. 

 Yet another negative outcome of the principal being under stress is the possibility 

that the culture of the school building may become stressful for all who work there.  

Principals are the leaders of their buildings, and as such, they are a major component in 

culture-building for the school.  “When leaders are in a high state of stress, they create a 

culture that is under stress as well.  Schools that regularly function in an atmosphere of 

unmanaged stress begin to be dysfunctional and unhealthy” (Kelehear, 2004, p. 31).  

Kelehear goes on to explain that schools that have a stressful culture have teachers with 

low morale as well as principals and teachers who are non-communicative.  Supporting 

Kelehear’s premise about a stressful environment is Mitut (2010) who states that the 

organizational effects of high levels of occupational stress are employees who exhibit a  



44 

 

 

reduced sense of loyalty to the organization, increased employee time away from work 

due taking sick days, leaving the organization and decreased productivity amongst other 

undesirable outcomes.  Mitut (2010) states that for any organization that is encountering 

great levels of occupational stress, the manager’s attitude is the sole factor that 

determines whether the organization is productive or counter-productive.  In the school 

setting, it is not only the teachers and administrators who may suffer from a stressful 

culture.  When the adults in the school are stressed, students feel the negative aspects of 

the stressed culture as well which manifests in students feeling unimportant and feeling 

like their school is a perilous environment (Kelehear, 2004). 

 Principal stress is an element that is difficult if not impossible to avoid due to the 

complexity of the position and all the constituents that must be accommodated (Skakon, 

et al., 2011; Sogunro, 2012; Reynolds & O’dwyer, 2008).  The negative outcomes of 

principal stress manifest physically, psychological and physiologically (Sogunro, 2012; 

Hans et al., 2014).  Furthermore, the stress put on a principal could compromise the 

principal’s job performance (Sogunro, 2012).  The literature coming from multiple 

countries reveals some similar stressors for those who are principals or in a comparable 

position with heavy workload being one of the greatest factors contributing to stress 

(Sogunro, 2012; Hashim & Kayode, 2012; Okoroma & Robert-Okah, 2005; Hans et al., 

2014).  The literature also points to some differences in the findings as it relates to the 

sources of stress for principals and how stressed principals perceive their jobs to be 

(Sogunro, 2012; Sai Wong & Cheuk, 2005; Hans et al., 2014). 
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Teacher Stress 

 Ekundayo and Kolawole (2013) state “…the quality and effectiveness of every 

education system anywhere in the world is dependent on the competences, effectiveness, 

efficiency and devotion of the teaching force (p. 311).”  Unfortunately, the effectiveness 

of teachers has been noted as being compromised, and stress has been cited as being one 

of the contributing factors to teacher ineffectiveness (Ekundayo & Kolawole, 2013).  

Teachers encounter high levels of stress according to Kyriacou (2000), and this is not a 

new phenomenon.  Kyriacou notes that even as early as 1879, teaching was so stressful 

for one teacher that he took his own life.  The teacher had complained of being stressed 

about having limited classroom resources prior to his suicide (Kyriacou, 2000).  As a  

backdrop to describing the stress encountered by teachers in contemporary times, it 

becomes necessary to note how the role of the K-12 school teacher has expanded within 

the past three decades. Bartlett (2004) highlights the U.S. Department of Education’s 

report A Nation at Risk (1983) which led to the concept and action of expanding the role 

of the teacher.  A Nation at Risk (1983) increased accountability through more rigorous 

standards and heightened assessment systems in an effort to safeguard achievement 

(Bartlett, 2004).  Following A Nation at Risk (1983) came a Carnegie Report which 

nestled the role of the teacher as well as the structure of the school in the middle of the 

transition that America’s educational edifice was undergoing.  “A Nation Prepared: 

Teachers for the 21st Century (1986) called for a new and expanded conception of the 

teacher role in schools. The schools it envisaged had teachers as decision-makers and  
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administrative and reform leaders” (Bartlett, 2004, p. 567).  These roles required more 

responsibility and accountability on the part of the teacher. 

“Teacher stress may be defined as the experience by a teacher of unpleasant, 

negative emotions, such as anger, anxiety, tension, frustration or depression, resulting 

from some aspect of their work as a teacher” (Kyriacou, 2001, p. 28).  Kyriacou states 

that teacher stress is triggered by the teacher’s perception that some facet of his work is 

posing a threat to his welfare or self-worth (2000).  The sources of teacher stress vary 

with each teacher.  Furthermore, teacher stress may occur inconsistently in that an 

experience that may have led to stress for a teacher on one day may not be stressful for 

her at all on another day (Kyriacou, 2000).  Studies have been conducted within the 

United States as well as in other countries that investigate the factors that lead to teacher  

stress (Akpochafo, 2012; Collie et al., 2012; Shernoff, Mehta, Atkins, Torf & Spencer, 

2011; Richards, 2012; Ekundayo & Kolawole, 2013; Kerr, Bree, Delaney, Kelly & 

Miller, 2011; Samad, Hashim, Moin & Abdullah, 2010; Clausen & Petruka, 2009). Some 

of the findings of these studies are consistent, while others are inconsistent as it relates to 

identifying the factors that lead to stress for teachers.  

Teacher workload is a stressor recognized in the literature (Jin et al., 2008; Liu & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2012). A study conducted using 261 high school teachers as participants in 

Hong Kong found that the workload placed upon teachers adversely affected their health.  

In fact, the study revealed that teacher workload was found to be more stressful than the 

other five stressors identified in the study (student behavior, pressure placed on teacher 

from others, curriculum mandates, nonteaching related duties, and lack of teacher  
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recognition).  The study revealed that the hefty workload placed upon teachers 

specifically related to their daily work routine contributed to negative mental and 

physical health conditions (Jin et al., 2008).  According to the study, students’ parents 

played a role in the stress encountered by the Hong Kong teachers who participated in the 

study.  Parents had the expectation that daily homework assignments be given which 

were perceived as excessive by the teachers.  The school principals checked the 

assignments to ensure teachers graded them thus intensifying the stress encountered by 

the teachers (Jin et al., 2008).   

In similarity to the Hong Kong study, another study conducted in the Jilin 

Province of China identified six sources of stress for teachers (Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 

2012).  The factor leading to stress that was common in both studies was teacher  

workload (Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012; Jin et al., 2008).  Much like the teachers in Hong 

Kong, study participants in the Jilin Province of China noted that grading excessive 

amounts of homework was stressful and resulted in heavy workload for teachers as well 

as having numerous nonteaching related events such as educational department 

inspections and reports to complete (Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012). Other sources of 

teacher stress noted in the study were pressure from society due to test scores, concerns 

about student achievement and the lack of parental involvement in assisting to improve 

achievement, the teacher evaluation methods (which were tied to students’ test scores), 

low teacher pay and required exams teachers had to take periodically (Liu & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2012).  Much of the stress experienced by teachers in the Jilin Province 

was related to students’ test scores.  This qualitative study with 510 participants noted  
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teachers’ high level of concern related to test scores especially due to the teachers’ 

perception that too much pressure was being placed upon them to increase the test scores 

when students were sometimes unmotivated and under-performing, and parents were 

perceived by the teachers as relying solely on the teachers to increase the students’ scores 

(Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012).  Student test scores were tied to stress experienced due to 

society, students, parents and evaluations which is three of the six sources of stress noted 

in the study (Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012).  The study stated that the high level of stress 

experienced by teachers led to them desiring to leave the profession.  High levels of stress 

(as well as low income, substantial workload, ennui and a lack of faith in educational 

laws, reforms and policies) was mentioned as a possible reason teachers ponder leaving 

the profession (Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012).  Therefore according to the study, teacher  

stress is linked to teacher turnover intention (Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012).  To this point, 

Klassen and Chiu (2011) also published a study that found that stress was related to 

teachers’ intent to quit especially in upper grade levels where stress was noted to be 

greater.  For pre-service teachers, stress was related to lowered commitment to teaching 

and greater intent to quit (Klassen & Chiu, 2011). “For pre-service teachers, classroom 

behavior is a key area of concern that not only causes work stress, but also influences the 

decisions about staying in or leaving the profession” (Klassen & Chiu, 2011; p. 126). 

“Teacher stress is seen mainly as a negative affect with diverse psychological 

(e.g., job dissatisfaction), physiological (e.g., high blood pressure), and behavioral (e.g., 

absenteeism) correlates” (Dick & Wagner, 2001; p. 244). In a national study published in 

2012 using 1,201 K-12 teachers, Richards surveys the study respondents and compares  
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the results of the survey in terms of those who teach in California versus those who teach 

outside the state of California.  The study revealed five of the highest ranked 

manifestations of stress among teachers for both Californian and non-Californian 

teachers.  The manifestations included physical exhaustion (physiological), lack of 

idealistic views and enthusiasm about the profession (psychological), feeling 

overwhelmed and lacking confidence in one’s ability to positively impact the lives of the 

students (psychological), negative effect on personal relationships (behavioral),  and 

anxiety about job security (psychological) (Richards, 2012).  The study also revealed five 

of the main sources of stress for Californian and non-Californian teachers.  Both 

Californian and non-Californian teachers name the burden of their workload (duties and 

responsibilities) as a stressor (Richards, 2012).  Others stressors shared by teachers who  

work within and outside the state of California are teaching low socio-economic students 

without having the necessary resources, teaching apathetic students and pressures due to 

accountability (Richards, 2012).   

Although the burden of teacher workload is cited as being a stressor in multiple 

studies (Richards, 2012; Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012; Jin et al., 2008), stress is a 

subjective phenomenon and is experienced by teachers as emerging from a variety of 

sources.  For instance, student behavior and resulting disciplinary issues is another source 

of teacher stress often found in the literature (Kerr, Breen, Delaney, Kelly & Miller, 

2011).  However, a study conducted in Ekiti State, Nigeria notes other contributing 

factors as leading to stress (Ekundayo & Kolawole, 2013).  In this study, 155 of the 180 

(86.1%) secondary teachers who participated in the study agreed that “poor working  
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conditions” (p. 313) was a source of stress.   The stress due to inadequate working 

conditions was the highest ranked source of stress for the survey respondents.  Other 

sources of teacher stress noted in the study included having subpar relationships with 

peers and superiors, late pay of wages, student discipline, lack of parental support and 

substandard facilities (Ekundayo & Kolawole, 2013).  To further substantiate that the 

sources of teacher stress are not similar for every teacher, a qualitative study conducted in 

Ireland revealed that the 15 teachers interviewed stated heavy workload and student 

misbehavior led to them experiencing stress (similar to other studies such as Jin et al., 

2008; Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012); however, the teachers also noted a major source of 

stress for them that differed from these studies.  The Ireland teachers stated that they 

experience stress due to maintaining appropriate boundaries with their students.  “All 15  

participants spoke of differences between official boundaries with pupils (contractual, 

school policy, legal) and experienced boundaries.  Each saw school policy as being 

‘strict’ or ‘moderately strict’ and more reserved than the actual practice…” (Kerr et al., 

2011, p. 30).  The teachers in the study perceived their boundaries with students as being 

“open” or “intermediate.” (Kerr et al., 2011, p. 30).  Due to the high suicide rate of young 

males in Ireland, the participants in the study stated that they struggled with how to 

approach students who they thought might need their assistance beyond the realm of 

academics. Four participants conveyed that they were frustrated with the school protocol 

as it related to issues dealing with students who may be depressed, suicidal, abused, etc.  

(Kerr et al., 2011).   
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Teachers who are under stress respond to their stress in a variety of ways.  For 

example, a study conducted in South Africa with public teachers as respondents revealed 

that 18.8% of male respondents used tobacco on a regular basis.  Furthermore, the study 

reported that 12.4% of the male participants were consuming alcohol at harmful levels 

(Peltzer, Shisana, Zuma, Wyk & Zungu-Dirwayi, 2008).  These percentages were much 

higher than the percentages of women who participated in the study.  The public school 

educators’ use of tobacco and consumption of alcohol were noted as being related to their 

stress (Peltzer et al., 2008).  The overuse of tobacco and alcohol was also related to health 

illnesses experienced by the respondents such as stomach ulcers (Peltzer et al., 2008).  In 

addition to responding to high levels of stress by using tobacco and alcohol at harmful 

levels, educators who experience high levels of stress may also encounter negative affect.  

Negative affect includes experiencing feelings of grief, anxiety, fear, anger, disgust, guilt  

and even hatred (Hamama, Ronen, Shachar & Rosenbaum, 2013).  In an Israeli study 

conducted with a sample of 125 teachers from 12 different special education schools, 

high levels of stress were found to be positively linked with negative affect (Hamama et 

al., 2013).  Mental health issues amongst females have also been related to teachers’ 

stress on the job.  A study conducted in Malaysia revealed that female educators were 

more vulnerable than their male counterparts when it came to being stressed by factors 

such as student behavior and other environmental factors (Samad, Hashim, Moin & 

Abdullah, 2010).  “Therefore, this study concluded that in the primary school 

environment, the main stressor to teachers’ stress levels were mainly the students’  

 



52 

 

 

misbehavior.  Female teachers with heavy workload in school or home were most likely 

to have poor mental health status” (Samad et al., 2010, p. 167). 

The Crossover Theory 

 The theoretical framework for the current study is the Crossover Theory.  In 1989, 

Bolger, et al. published a definition for crossover stating that it was a process in which 

the stress encountered by one spouse on the job leads to his or her spouse experiencing 

stress in the home.  The context of Bolger et al.’s (1989) study was married couples who 

both had jobs working outside the home.  Bolger et al. (1989) discussed a contagion of 

stress being experienced by both partners and using crossover as a vehicle by which the 

stress of one spouse inadvertently leads to stress being experienced by the other spouse.  

Bolger et al.’s (1989) quantitative study statistically established a link between the work 

stress of one spouse and the home stress of the other spouse.  In Bolger et al.’s study 

(1989), the researchers discovered that when one spouse (more often the male) had a  

stressful day at work, the other spouse (more often the female) would become more 

involved at home to account for the stressed spouse’s decreased level of involvement in 

the home.   

Bakker (2009) published a study centered on the crossover of burnout from one 

person to a significant other with a focus on how the crossover may impact the health of 

the significant other.  Bakker (2009) offers reasons why crossover may occur from a 

working person to the significant other such as the couple sharing the same perspectives 

on the work due to their close relationship.  Another reason why the crossover of burnout 

may occur in this context is because people who interact frequently often begin to have 
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similar facial expressions and gesticulations.  In this way, the two may “converge 

emotionally without being aware of it” (Bakker, 2009, p.345) thus taking on the feelings 

(i.e., exasperation and frustration) of the significant other to include burnout.   

In her 2001 study, Westman’s findings suggest that the strain experienced by one 

partner becomes a stressor to the other partner.  Westman (2001) refers to crossover as a 

“dyadic inter-individual transmission of stress or strain” (p. 718).  She employs the use of 

the role theory (Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek, & Rosenthal, 1964) to expand Bolger et al.’s 

(1989) context of crossover (which was focused on the relationship between spouses) to 

include the relationship between colleagues (Westman, 2001).  An important part of the 

role theory (Kahn et al., 1964) is explained as having a focal person (any person whose 

role is being focused upon) and role senders (those who communicate their expectations 

to the focal person in both direct and indirect ways).  Role senders can be anyone 

interacting with the focal person within an organization.   Using Kahn et al.’s (1964) role  

theory as a foundation, Westman (2001) expands the context of the Crossover Theory 

from only focusing on the crossover occurring between spouses to include the crossover 

of stress and strain from one co-worker to another.   

The expansion of the context of the definition of crossover led to Westman and 

Etzion (1999) conducting and publishing a study entitled “The Crossover of Strain from 

School Principals to Teachers and Vice Versa.”  This study was conducted in Israel and 

included 47 principals and 183 elementary school teachers and had the purpose of 

determining whether crossover of strain could occur in the workplace.  The study was the 

first to be conducted in the workplace.  All previous crossover research had been  
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conducted within the context of the stress, strain or burnout of one spouse occurring on 

the job leading to the other spouse experiencing stress, strain or burnout in the home.  In 

the study, Westman and Etzion (1999) reported that stress engendered on the job can 

cross over to colleagues with whom the stressed worker interacts.  Westman and Etzion 

(1999) stated that what one member of a dyad or team experiences affects the other group 

member(s) due to the members sharing and working closely in the same environment.  

According to Westman and Etzion (1999), colleagues sharing the same work 

environment can develop a crossover of stress regardless of whether the source of the 

stress originated on the job or in the home.  The results of this quantitative study 

(Westman & Etzion, 1999) revealed that the tension (job-induced) and burnout of the 

principal had a positive correlation with the job-induced tension and burnout experienced 

by teachers. 

Further examining the crossover effect in the workplace, Westman, Bakker, 

Roziner, Caspin and Arnon (2004) conducted a study on crossover within working teams 

in a Netherlands employment agency.  The study focused on the crossover of both 

exhaustion and work enjoyment.  Westman, et al. (2004) proposed that job stress 

experienced by one person in the workplace can affect the work team.  All individuals on 

the work team are susceptible to crossover (despite whether the stress or strain of one 

individual has an origin in the home or on the job) because they work closely together in 

the same environment (Westman et al., 2004).  Bolger et al. (1989) offered that conflict 

transpiring in the work environment can be even more stressful than conflict occurring in 

the home because the colleagues involved often do not share the same intimacy and  
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understanding of a familial relationship that precludes the conflict from being considered 

extremely threatening.   



 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN 

This chapter provides information concerning the research design and method 

used for the current study.  Sections in this chapter also provide background information 

about the study, the problem and purpose of the study and procedures to be used when 

collecting data.  Furthermore, information about the site and population of the study 

participants are discussed.  The Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval process, the 

analysis of the data, the role of the researcher and the summary are also provided in this 

chapter.  Additionally, limitations and biases are discussed. 

Introduction 

 Stress is pervasive in nature and plagues the lives of many (Imtiaz & Ahmad, 

2009; Stauder & Salaveez, 2014; Peterson & Wilson, 2004).   Literature reveals that the 

K-12 teaching profession is extremely stressful and can be linked to multiple and varied 

negative outcomes for teachers such as decreased job performance, increased turnover, 

absenteeism, health challenges, and lowered self-efficacy (Dick & Wagner, 2001; Hansen 

& Sullivan, 2003; Collie, et al., 2012; Klassen & Chiu, 2010; Yang et al., 2009).  

Moreover, teachers’ stress has also been linked both strongly and negatively to the 

organizational health of the school (Sabanci, 2011). Studies show that teachers 

experience stress on the job that stems from teacher workload, lack of teaching resources,  
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student apathy and societal pressures concerning students’ high-stakes testing outcomes 

(Jin et al., 2008; Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012; Richards, 2012).  These are stressors that 

teachers encounter daily while on the job.  Principals also experience stress in their 

profession due to job elements including conflict among employees, crises in the school 

and fear of failure along with additional sources of stress (Sogunro, 2012). Some other 

stressors that principals face include having high levels of accountability with low levels 

of autonomy and hindered flexibility in decision making (Cushing et al., 2003; Goodwin 

et al., 2003).  Studies show that the stress that both teachers and principals experience in 

the workplace lead to negative outcomes (such as anxiety and job dissatisfaction) and 

desires to leave their respective professions amongst many other negative outcomes 

(Hamama , 2013; Sai Wong & Cheuk, 2005; Conrad & Rosser, 2008).   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the lived experiences of teachers with 

regards to their perceptions of their principals’ engagement with stress.  This study 

examined the possible reciprocal relationship between the stress of principals and the 

stress of teachers while on the job.  The pursuit of the study was focused on examining 

teachers’ perceptions of principal stress and stressors and how teachers respond to those 

perceptions.  The study also examined the perceived behaviors of the principal that lead 

to teachers’ perceptions that the principal is under stress. A rich, thick description of the 

study participants’ lived experiences was provided to shed light on teachers’ perceptions 

of principal stress, their own job stress and the reciprocal relationship that teacher stress 

has with principal stress. 
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Research Approach 

In an effort to fully describe the thoughts and perceptions of the study 

participants, a qualitative methodology was employed for the current study.  This 

approach allowed the researcher to delve into the lives of the participants and depict their 

experiences with specificity.  The researcher selected the approach to the study based on 

the writings of Creswell who stated that a qualitative approach of this nature is commonly 

used within the field of education (2013).  A qualitative methodology was most 

appropriate for a study conducted with the intent of describing the perceptions and 

experiences of others.  Based on the writings of Sokolowski, the research approach 

allowed the researcher to explore and describe teachers’ knowledgeable association with 

job stress (2003). 

Research Rational 

 Many studies have been conducted concerning teacher stress and principal stress 

(Sogunro, 2012; Hans et al., 2014; Sai Wong & Cheuk, 2005; Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012; 

Akpochafo, 2012; Collie et al., 2012).  However, this study was qualitative and focused 

on the reciprocal nature of principal stress and teacher stress.  The study was conducted 

solely from the perspective of teachers.  The researcher found no documented qualitative 

studies that focus on the reciprocal nature of teacher stress and principal stress.  Hence, a 

gap in the literature exists which impedes an understanding of the lived experiences of 

teachers who are under stress.  The research approach selected for the study allowed the 

researcher to offer insight on teacher stress and principal stress from a perspective that is 

unique to teachers. The research approach to the study also provided a voice for teachers  
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to be heard and understood concerning a commonly experienced phenomenon in the 

educational community – stress.  This study sought to provide insight concerning 

teachers’ perceptions of their own job stress and principal stress thus shrinking the 

information gap in the literature on the topic.  

The findings of the study can be used to provide awareness regarding why and 

how teachers encounter stress and how they react when they perceive that their principal 

is under stress.  This information is invaluable to the educational community.  Stress is 

pervasive in schools around the globe, and the study sheds light on teachers’ perceptions 

of the phenomenon (Kyriacou, 2000).  Teachers are the cornerstones of schools, and 

according to Ekundayo & Kolawole, are a very important contributing factor in student 

learning (2013).  Stress compromises their ability to perform their job duties effectively 

(Ekundayo & Kolawole, 2013).  Having more knowledge and understanding concerning 

the nature of teacher stress and how teachers perceive and respond to principal stress 

assists in providing more of an impetus to develop and implement strategies that work to 

decrease teacher stress and principal stress. Therefore, this study provides information 

regarding teacher stress that is beneficial to the entire educational community.   

Research Questions 

According to Moustakas (1994), in phenomenology, the answers to the questions 

about what the experience is and how the participant experienced it drive the study.  

Providing an accurate descriptive answer to these questions represents the core of a 

phenomenological study.  Asking questions that elicited participant responses enabled the  
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researcher to accurately describe the essence of the phenomenon from the perspective of 

the participant which was of utmost importance.  

There were three research questions (RQs) answered using the data collected. 

These RQs included the following:  

1. What do teachers perceive are their principals’ job-related stressors?  

2. According to teachers, how do their principals respond to job-related stressors? 

3. How do teachers respond to their perceptions of principal stress? 

Research Design 

The current study was conducted using a qualitative phenomenological method of 

research.  Phenomenology is defined by Sokolowski as “the study of human experience 

and of the ways things present themselves to us in and through such experience” (2000, 

p. 2).  As explained by Creswell (2013), phenomenology allows the researcher to 

describe the common essence of a phenomenon for a group of people who have 

experienced it.  The phenomenon can be any encounter that has been experienced by 

human beings such as guilt, living to be 100, or attending a boarding school, for example. 

In a phenomenological study, the researcher is tasked with simplifying the occurrence or 

phenomenon from what is uniquely experienced by individuals who encountered it to 

describing the very essence of the phenomenon based on what is conveyed by the study 

participants.  According to Davies (2007), phenomenology is used to investigate and 

describe how people think, feel and perceive the world from their own viewpoint.  

Phenomenology provides insight into how study participants subjectively process their 

own perception of the world as well as the actions and speech of others as it relates to a 

specific phenomenon (Davies, 2007).  A phenomenological methodology seeks to answer  

 



61 

 

 

questions about the essence of what the participants experienced and in what way they 

experienced the essence of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994).   

Phenomenology was selected as the qualitative research design for the current 

study in an effort to provide teachers with an opportunity to share their own lived 

experiences about how they encounter workplace stress as related to principal stress.  

Specifically, this was a phenomenological study that provides understanding about the 

reciprocal nature of teacher stress and principal stress.  As stated by Creswell, a 

phenomenological study “describes the common meaning for several individuals of their 

lived experiences of a concept or phenomenon” (2013, p. 76).  In phenomenology, the 

researcher’s focus is not to convey the participants’ individual stories, but instead to 

gather those individual stories and then describe the nature of the phenomenon in its 

universality based on the experiences of the participants.  The objective of this 

phenomenological study was to establish what the experience of stress is like for the 

teachers who are experiencing it and are able and willing to share their description of it 

(Moustakas, 1994).  The objective is not to analyze or make judgments concerning the 

phenomenon but only to thoroughly describe it in a way in which the experiences of 

participants are fully understood (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).  Hence, the study 

described the phenomenon of teacher stress with particular attention to how teachers 

experience stress on the job upon perceiving that their principal is under stress.   

The Crossover Theory was utilized as a lens through which to conduct the study.  

Using a qualitative approach, the researcher attempted to shed light on how principal 

stress may crossover to teachers feeling stressed while on the job.  Westman and Etzion  



62 

 

 

state that if an employee is experiencing stress, it can cross over from that employee to 

another employee working within the same workplace (1999).  Westman and Etzion 

conducted a quantitative study and found that burnout and tension experienced by 

principals positively correlated with those same job-induced feelings being experienced 

by teachers (1999).   Therefore, the researcher applied the Crossover Theory to this 

qualitative study with a focus on teachers’ engagement and familiarity with their own job 

stress and their perceptions of how their principal’s stress may cross over to their own 

experience with job stress.  

Population 

Study participants were identified, selected and invited from a population of 

teachers in the southeastern United States who teach in urban, secondary schools.  

According to Haberman (2005) and Abel and Sewell (1999), teachers who serve in 

secondary schools in urban areas report higher levels of stress than their counterparts who 

work in rural areas.  Reglin and Reitzammer (1998) also note that teachers in urban 

schools have a higher susceptibility to stress when compared to teachers in suburban and 

rural areas.  Therefore, educators who teach in secondary (grades six through twelve) 

urban schools in the southeastern region of the United States will be participants in the 

study.  According to the Southeastern Division of the Association of American 

Geographers (SEDAAG), the southeastern division of the United States includes 

Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, 

Tennessee, Virginia and West Virginia (http://sedaag.org/, 2016). Teachers working in 

secondary, urban schools within these states served as the population for this study. 
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Site Description 

 After receiving IRB approval and school district level approval to conduct the 

study, participants were selected from K-12 secondary urban school sites within the same 

school district located within the southeastern region of the United States.  The school 

district and names of the schools where the study participants teach have been kept 

anonymous to protect the identities of the participants and maintain confidentiality. The 

name of the school district has been left unnamed as well as the names of the schools 

where the study participants work.  

Sample 

 The researcher used criterion sampling as a strategy for selecting study 

participants.  According to Creswell, in a phenomenological study it is necessary for each 

study participant to have experienced the phenomenon (2013).   The criteria necessary for 

participation in the study was that participants must be secondary teachers who self-

report that they experience stress on the job.   The participants had to also be teachers 

who perceived that their principals encounter stress in the workplace.  In addition, 

teachers who participated in the study must have currently been working in a secondary 

urban school in a state within the southeastern region of the United States.  To determine 

which teachers meet this criteria an email was distributed to all teachers working in 

secondary urban schools of the approved school district.  The email asked the teachers if 

they experience stress on the job.  Secondly, the email asked if the teachers perceive that 

their principal experiences job stress and invited those teachers who affirmed that they 

encounter job stress and perceived that their principals experience stress on the job to  
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participate in the study.  Those teachers who responded to the email saying that they 

agreed to participate in the study were contacted based upon the stipulations established 

in their email (via phone call or email response).  Prior to participation in the study 

during which participants were interviewed in a one-on-one format, informed consent 

was received from each of the study participants.  Each participant was interviewed in a 

semi-structured format to provide the researcher with enough information to offer a rich 

thick description of the phenomenon.    

The site location and the type of sampling employed was significant to the study.  

The sample size was of great significance as well (Creswell, 2013).  According to Dukes, 

a small sample size is recommended for a phenomenological study, so the researcher can 

manage to perform an extremely thorough study of the experiences of the participants 

(1984).   The researcher had ten teachers who participated in the study.  The identity of 

the participants as well as the site locations of the study have been made anonymous in 

keeping with IRB regulations. 

Description of the Participants 

 The participants in the study were selected based on their fulfillment of specific 

criteria.  Those criteria include teachers who work in urban secondary schools in the 

southeastern region of the United States.  The teachers had to self-report that they 

encounter job stress, and that they perceived that their principal experiences job stress.  

Criterion sampling is a process that was appropriate for the study as stated by Creswell 

and was used to select study participants (2013).  
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The study participants were described; however their names and school were not 

revealed. Demographic information that was related to the study and works to offer 

necessary context for the study was provided.  However in keeping with the IRB 

regulations, every effort was taken to protect the identity of the participants. 

International Review Board Approval 

 After receiving permission from the dissertation committee, the researcher applied 

to the International Review Board (IRB) for approval to conduct the study.  The 

researcher submitted a signed application to the IRB and awaited approval to conduct the 

study.  Once approval was received from the IRB, the researcher proceeded with 

conducting the study as designated by the IRB. 

Data Collection Procedures 

Creswell states that phenomenological research is typically conducted via 

interviewing the study participants although other means of collecting data can be used 

(2013).  In following the procedures presented by Creswell (2013), the researcher used 

interviewing as the strategy for gathering information from the study participants with the 

aim of being able to ascertain what situations, behavior patterns and observations 

teachers encounter involving their principals that may contribute to their own workplace 

stress.  Due to school district IRB procedures, the researcher was not permitted to 

interview her own study participants; therefore, a proxy was used to conduct the 

interviews on her behalf.  The researcher trained the proxy to conduct thorough 

interviews including the order in which to ask questions and how to probe for additional 

information when necessary.  During the training, the researcher informed the proxy that  
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each question response should be able to lead to an analysis and description that truly 

described the essence of the phenomenon.  Using a proxy to conduct the interviews also 

assisted the researcher in conducting a study free of bias (Creswell, 2013) 

Interviewing teachers who have experienced the phenomenon of stress on the job 

elucidated their lived experiences and allowed the researcher to provide a rich, thick 

description of their experiences.  Using the research questions as a guide and interviews 

as a means to excavate teachers’ descriptions of their experiences, the researcher 

described the phenomenon of teacher stress and how teachers experience it as well as 

their perceptions of principal stress.  “From the individual descriptions general or 

universal meanings are derived, in other words the essences or structures of the 

experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 13).  Combining the individual responses of the 

participants’, the researcher developed a detailed description of the essence of the 

phenomenon.  

Interviews for qualitative studies were semi-structured (Creswell, 2013).  The 

research questions guided the interview; however, study participants were asked multiple 

open ended questions that were determined prior to interviewing the participants.  As 

suggested by Creswell, follow-up interviews took place with the study participants to 

ensure the researcher had gathered all information pertinent to the study and to ensure 

saturation (2013).  The selection of questions, the wording of the questions and the order 

in which the questions were asked was determined to ensure participants understood what 

was being asked and to encourage participants to be transparent when responding 

(Creswell, 2013).  All interviews were recorded using a digital recording device and  
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transpired in a location that yielded a clear recording of the interview and minimal 

distractions to the interviewee and the interviewer.  Although each interview was 

recorded, the interviewee will also took notes during the interview.  Every interview was 

transcribed at its conclusion.   

Data Analysis 

After the interviews were transcribed, an analysis of the data was then conducted 

via a thorough combing of the interview transcriptions. Using a process suggested by 

Creswell, the researcher read each of the transcripts thoroughly multiple times in an effort 

to become engrossed in the details provided by the interviewees (2013).  While reading, 

the researcher annotated the transcriptions and highlighted important and recurring 

concepts, words or phrases.  The researcher then began coding the transcriptions based on 

the responses of the interviewees.  The coding process led to the development of common 

themes and subthemes taken from the interviews.  The themes, as explained by Creswell, 

represented “broad units of information that consist of several codes aggregated to form a 

common idea” (2013, p. 186).  However, prior to developing the thematic description, the 

researcher organized and met with an expert panel of teachers to provide additional 

insight about the phenomenon and the participants responses to the interview questions.  

The researcher selected teachers who had 10 or more years of teaching experience at the 

secondary level to participate in the expert panel.  The researcher and the expert panel 

(comprised of two teachers) reviewed and discussed the de-identified transcripts and the 

related themes and sub-themes.   
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After the meeting with the expert panel, the themes were then sewn together to 

develop a detailed description of the essence of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).  The 

rich thick description of the participants’ experience with teacher stress and principal 

stress was derived from this data analysis process.  To ensure that the researcher provided 

an accurate description of the participants’ lived experiences, the researcher provided 

each participant with an opportunity to analyze the description and clarify any 

discrepancies (Creswell, 2013).  

Reporting 

The researcher reported the findings of the data in a description that includes 

supplementary resources related to the study such as charts.  When necessary to fully 

describe the phenomenon, direct quotations from the study participants were documented 

in the descriptions.  To protect the anonymity of the study participants, their principals, 

their colleagues and their schools and to maintain confidentiality, pseudonyms were 

(Participant and an assigned number) used in the descriptions.  Reporting of the data was 

thorough and detailed in an effort to accurately describe the essence of the phenomenon.   

Role of the Researcher 

 The researcher conducting the study was an assistant principal who worked in a 

Title I secondary school located in an urban community within the southeastern region of 

the United States.  The researcher worked as an assistant principal in the same secondary 

public school for five years. Prior to becoming an assistant principal, the researcher 

taught in three public school systems in secondary schools located in urban and suburban 

communities.  The researcher also worked as a teacher development specialist, a literacy  



69 

 

 

coach and an instructional facilitator after leaving the classroom and before becoming an 

assistant principal.  The researcher is presently pursuing a doctoral degree in Educational 

Leadership and has completed all necessary coursework for the degree to include 

qualitative and quantitative research methodology courses. 

Subjectivity and Biases 

Creswell notes the importance of reducing subjectivity and bias when conducting 

qualitative studies.  He states that the researcher has an ethical responsibility to focus on 

the stories and perspectives of the participants.  In addition, the researcher is expected to 

be cognizant of any power inequality that may exist for the participants such as what was 

present in the study between teachers and principals (Creswell, 2013).  Creswell also 

states that researchers must take into account “ the subjectivity of their own lens, 

acknowledge the powerful position they have in research, and admit that the participants 

or the co-construction of the account between the researchers and the participants are the 

true owners of the information collected” (Creswell, 2013, p. 35).  

The researcher often encountered stress on the job and perceived that the position 

of assistant principal is one in which situations that lead to stress are unavoidable due to 

the workload, mandates, expectations and accountability measures that were in place.  

The researcher also perceived that principals, as the heads of their buildings, are 

consistently inundated with situations that lead to stress.  The researcher frequently 

observed principals’ various encounters with stressful situations.  The researcher also 

perceived that some of the principals’ stressful encounters are shared with assistant 

principals which crosses over to the assistant principal experiencing stress.   
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As a teacher, there were times when the researcher perceived that the principal 

was under stress based on observing the principal’s actions and dialog. The researcher 

periodically perceived that the stress that the principal was encountering led to teachers 

experiencing stress.  The researcher’s perceptions were based on conversations with 

teachers and observations of the teachers’ responses to the principal.  It should also be 

noted that while in the teaching profession, the researcher does not recall encountering 

job stress that could be attributed to the principals’ stress.  The researcher did not have a 

great amount of interaction with the principal. 

 There was a vulnerability that could exist in the current study in the area of bias 

and subjectivity which the researcher recognizes.  Drapeau posits that a researcher’s 

choice in profession as well as choice in topic for research may all have bearing the 

researcher’s subjectivity (2002).  When human beings have experiences that are related to 

the research topic and mentally process those experiences, subjectivity can become an 

innate component of the entire research process (Darawsheh, 2014).  The researcher 

acknowledged the possibility of subjectivity in an effort to work toward conducting a 

rigorous and credible study (Drapeau, 2002).   

There are multiple strategies the can be employed to guard against bias and 

subjectivity.  Reflexivity is a process in which a researcher consistently self-reflects 

about her own behaviors, emotions and personal insights (Darawsheh, 2014).  The 

process of reflexivity requires the researcher to remain cognizant of her position as it 

relates to the study.  To accomplish this, the researcher was mindful of her own 

background and experiences including her demographics, culture, personal beliefs, ideas  
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and even those notions that may be subconscious but could have possible impacted the 

study in any way (Darawsheh, 2014).  The practice of reflexivity allowed the researcher 

to be more honest about personal partiality during the research process and bracket or set 

aside any preconceived notions (Darawsheh, 2014).  Reflexivity also assisted in 

maintaining the validity of the study by ensuring the researcher did not impose her own 

perspective on the respondent.  Furthermore, reflexivity encouraged the researcher to find 

and provide valid context and support for decisions made during the research process 

(Darawsheh, 2014).  It should be noted that there is some discrepancy about the process 

when implementing reflexivity as well as the effectiveness of its practice (Darawsheh, 

2014).   It should also be noted that according to Darawsheh, subjectivity when used 

properly could actually be beneficial to the study such as when the researcher is able to 

show empathy or respond to humor while interviewing a participant (2014). 

As mentioned earlier in relation to reflexivity, bracketing was another strategy  

was used to mitigate a researcher’s bias when conducting a study.  Bracketing (also 

known as epoche) is when the researcher sets aside her own thoughts, beliefs, feelings 

and perceptions as much as possible and approaches the phenomenon of study with a 

novel perspective as if being introduced to it for the first time (Creswell, 2013).  The 

process of bracketing was ongoing as opposed to being a one-time exercise practiced by 

the researcher (Tufford & Newman, 2010).  The researcher found it beneficial to invite a 

peer to assist in the bracketing process to ensure fidelity and frequently discussed her 

feelings with a colleague while yet maintaining the confidentiality and anonymity of 

study and study participants (Tufford & Newman, 2010).  The process of bracketing was  
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complex and required the researcher to unearth some previous encounters, thoughts and 

feelings (Tufford & Newman, 2010).  Ultimately, bracketing, as applied appropriately, 

was extremely constructive throughout the entire duration of the study (Tufford & 

Newman, 2010). 

Trustworthiness 

The presence of rigor and validity in research is invaluable.  As stated by Morse, 

Barrett, Mayan, Olson, and Spiers, “Without rigor, research is worthless, becomes fiction, 

and loses its utility (2002). Hence, a great deal of attention is applied to reliability and 

validity in all research methods” (p. 14).  According to Lincoln and Guba, the rigor of a 

study equates to its trustworthiness (1985).  Lincoln and Guba posit four criteria for 

verifying the trustworthiness of a research study.  They are credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability (1982).  Simply put, credibility (previously referred to 

as internal validity by Lincoln and Guba) denotes that the research findings are true 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Transferability (previously external validity) means that the 

findings can be generalized given a similar context or population (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985).  Previously referred to as reliability, dependability is the tendency of the findings 

to be consistent or enduring and able to be repeated within the context of a comparable 

situation (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).  Confirmability (formerly objectivity) refers to the 

findings being representative of the respondents as opposed to being influenced by the 

investigator’s biases or ulterior motives.   In an effort to ensure the trustworthiness of the 

study, the researcher will use triangulation, member checks and a rich thick description, 

three techniques proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1982).   
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Triangulation is a strategy for validating data by observing the phenomenon from 

more than one point.  During the triangulation process of the study, after the interviews 

were conducted and transcribed, the researcher facilitated a discussion amongst an expert 

panel comprised of secondary teachers who did not participate in the actual study but did 

teach in similarly appropriated secondary schools.  These selected teachers read and 

analyzed the interview transcripts and discussed the study participants’ responses.  

During the discussion, the expert panel and researcher explored the possible themes that 

could be derived from participants’ interview responses. This additional step in the 

research process allowed the researcher to further verify that the conclusions and themes 

drawn from the data collected during the interviews are credible, transferable, dependable 

and confirmable (Lincoln & Guba, 1982).   

Using member checking as a process for verifying the study allowed the 

researcher to further ensure that she was describing the true essence of the participants’ 

lived experiences related to the phenomenon. Cohen and Crabtree define member 

checking as “…when data, analytic categories, interpretations and conclusions are tested 

with members of those groups from whom the data were originally obtained” (2006).  

Although member checking has been debated amongst researchers in the field, Lincoln 

and Guba defend the strategy hailing it as the most critical strategy for defending 

credibility (1985).  Through member checking, the researcher allowed the respondents to 

clarify any misconceptions, give more detailed answers to questions that may have been 

only shallowly addressed during the original interview and recapitulate initial findings 

that the researcher presented to the participant (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006).   
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The researcher provided a detailed description of the participants, setting and the 

participants’ lived experiences regarding the phenomenon of principal stress and their 

own job-related stress.  Lincoln and Guba argue that delivering the most detailed account 

upholds the transferability of the study findings (1985).   Schultze and Avital state the 

importance of providing a rich description in qualitative research designs referring to it as 

the “hallmark of qualitative inquiry” that assists in persuading the reader of the study’s 

legitimacy (p. 3, 2011).  Furthermore, Schultze and Avital offer that unlike quantitative 

research work which is typically not detail in nature, thick descriptions provide readers 

with exhaustive specifics which allow the unique stories of the participants (their 

impetuses, objectives and actions) to be told.  “By describing a phenomenon in sufficient 

detail, one can begin to evaluate the extent to which the conclusions drawn are 

transferable to other times, settings, situations, and people” (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006).  It 

should be noted that the researcher provided the most detailed description of the 

participants and the setting as possible while still maintaining their anonymity. 

It was incumbent on the researcher to conduct a study that was valid, credible and 

rigorous (Creswell, 2013; Tufford & Newman, 2010).  Due to the researcher’s history of 

professional experiences both as an assistant principal and as a teacher with job stress, 

measures were taken to limit subjectivity and prevent bias from occurring while 

conducting the study.  To safeguard the validity and rigor of the study, the researcher 

consistently practiced reflexivity as described by Darawsheh (2014) and bracketing as 

described by Tufford and Newman (2010) while conducting the study.  To sustain the  
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rigor of the study, the researcher employed the use of these strategies that promote a 

highly credible study.  



 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Research confirmed that both principals and teachers experience job-related stress 

(Boyland, 2011; Kyriacou, 2001). Boyland (2011) explained that principals credited their 

moderate to high job-related stress to their attempts to manage effectively the school 

environment. Bass (2008), Lam (2001) and Sogunro (2012) contended that principals’ 

job-related stressors included task overload, self-imposed high expectations, and inter-

personal conflict with teachers and/or parents. Teachers also experience a considerable 

number of job-related stressors (Klassen & Chiu, 2010; Collie et al., 2012).  

While job-related stressors for principals and teachers have been identified and 

examined in the literature, there is limited research that examines teachers’ perceptions of 

and reactions to principals’ job-related stress. Because principals and teachers are equally 

crucial to school operation and instruction, research that analyzes connections between 

principal and teacher stress was needed. As such, the purpose of this study was to identify 

principals’ job-related stressors as perceived by teachers and to explore teachers’ 

perceptions of principals’ responses to job-related stressors. It also was the purpose of the 

study to determine whether there was a reciprocal relationship between principals’ and 

teachers’ stress and stressors. Specifically, the researcher sought to determine whether 
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teachers perceived their principals’ experiences with and responses to stressors 

influenced teachers’ stress. Ultimately, the researcher sought to determine whether 

teachers felt their stress increased as a reaction to principals’ perceived stress and to 

understand teachers’ perceptions of principals’ behaviors that impacted teachers’ 

experience with their own stress. 

Chapter 4 presents the results of the data collection and analysis. Data were 

collected through a series of phenomenological interviews with each participant. 

Interviews were audio-recorded, and notes were taken by the researcher. Data were 

analyzed using a multiple steps. First, the researcher read each interview transcript 

several times and identified codes and categories. Next, the researcher analyzed data 

using the phenomenological data analysis process. Moerer-Urdahl and Creswell (2004) 

explained that Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological data analysis process required 

researchers first to engage in epoche – a suspension of the researcher’s judgment related 

to the research – to explore his or her experiences with the phenomenon and secondly to 

highlight salient statements from the participants in order to develop meaning from units 

and themes. The ultimate goal of phenomenological analysis is to create a composite of 

the participants’ experiences with the phenomenon.  

Research Questions 

 There were three main research questions (RQs) answered using the data 

collected. These RQs included the following:  

1. What do teachers perceive are their principals’ job-related stressors?  

2. According to teachers, how do their principals respond to job-related stressors? 

3. How do teachers respond to their perceptions of principal stress? 
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Participants’ Profiles 

Due to the broad nature of the study – examining teachers’ perceptions of their 

principals’ experiences with and reactions to stress – detailed individual data on 

participants were not collected. Teacher participants expressed their concern with being 

identified through extensive descriptions, and the researcher assured them that their 

specific comments would not be directly connected to specific demographic information 

that could be used to identify them. Therefore, the profiles of the participants are limited 

and general descriptions of all participants are included.  

Participants included ten teachers (four male and six female) with experience in 

teaching ranging from 2 years to more than 25 years. At the time the data were collected, 

participants had worked at their schools for 2 – 5 years and had worked with the specific 

principal for 1 – 3 years. All of the participants worked at schools that were identified as 

Title I and/or priority schools. Additionally, there were both men and women principals 

discussed by the participants. Again, because of the concern for confidentiality, there is 

limited focus on participants’ individual demographics (e.g., age, content area, education 

level), and there were no analyses conducted to compare teachers’ perceptions of 

principals’ experiences with and reaction to stress with gender as a negotiating factor. 

Researchers may want to conduct further research in their area.  

Findings 

Findings for this study were noted from in-depth phenomenological interviews 

with participants. Participants were asked to identify principals’ job-related stressors and  
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principals’ responses to such stressors. Participants also were asked how they responded 

to principals’ stress and reactions to their stress. Specifically, the researcher sought to  

determine whether principals exhibited responses to stresses that further stressed the 

participants. While not a focus of the research, each participant identified his or her own 

job-related stressors, not related directly to the principals stressors. These stressors were 

common as noted in the literature (e.g., paperwork, student behavior, time management, 

working with parents, etc.). The participants’ stressors were not explored in further detail 

because, when asked, no participants indicated that the principals were immediate 

sources of stress. 

In order to develop themes for the research, a detailed data analysis strategy was 

employed. Each interview was read individually and words, phrases and sections were 

coded. This initial step resulted in 52 codes for all three RQs. Next, similar codes were 

collapsed into categories and the list was limited to 23 categories. Finally, the categories 

were narrowed to seven specific themes to answer the RQs. The researcher determined 

which codes became themes and sub-themes by the frequency with which the participants 

made mention of specific words and phrases.  Those words and phrases (codes) were then 

divided into categories.  Themes and sub-themes were then developed based on the 

derived categories. 

Three themes were identified for RQ1; two themes were identified for RQ2; and 

two themes were identified for RQ3. Thus, seven themes were identified to answer the 

three RQs. These themes are listed below.  

Theme 1: School Improvement 
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Theme 2: District/State Monitoring 

Theme 3: Cooperation and Buy-In 

Theme 4: Changes in Job Performance 

Theme 5: Communication and Openness 

Theme 6: The Domino Effect 

Theme 7: Get It Done 

In the following sections, the themes are discussed in reference to each research 

question. In addition to the discussion, tables are included to provide visual 

representation of the data analysis process. Specifically, Tables 2, 3 and 4 identify the 

codes, categories and themes identified from RQ1, RQ2 and RQ3.  

Research Question 1 

 RQ1, “What do teachers perceive are their principals’ job-related stressors?”, was 

aimed at exploring participants’ perceptions of the job-related issues that might serve as 

stressors for principals. As principals were not interviewed, the participants were asked to 

discuss any job-related stress that they had witnessed principals experience directly. Data 

collected from participants resulted in 19 codes, 8 categories and 3 themes. This 

information is presented in Table 2 and is discussed in detail in the subsequent 

paragraphs. 
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Table 2 

RQ1 – Codes, Categories and Themes 

 
What do teachers perceive are their principals’ job-related stressors? 

 
Code Category Themes 

 
Community 
Cooperation from Teachers 
Discipline 
District and Superintendent 
District Demands 
Faculty 
Learning Job 
New Principal 
Parents 
Parents’ Expectations 
Priority School 
School Culture 
School Improvement 
School Success  
Teacher Buy-In 
Teacher Follow-through 
State Demands 
Student Discipline 
Testing 

 

• Discipline/Student 

Discipline 

• School Culture, 

Improvement and 

Success 

• Testing 

 

• District, 

Superintendent and 

State Demands 

• Priority School 

• Community 

• Teacher 

Cooperation/Buy-In 

• Parents/Parents’ 

Expectations 

 
1. School Improvement 

• Achievement 

• Student Behavior 

 
 
 
 
 

2. District/State Monitoring 

 
 
 
 

3. Cooperation and Buy-In 

• Parents 

• Teachers  

 
 
Theme 1: School Improvement 

The first theme reflects school improvement initiatives and concerns as a job-

related stressor for principals. Student achievement and behavior were specific areas 

noted by the respondents. For example, Participant 7 noted that principals are stressed by  
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“dealing with day-to-day discipline and it's always a thing with that.”  In reference to 

achievement, Participant 1 explained:   

Our CCRPI score, you know, is very stressful. We’re trying to get to show 
growth. We’re trying to improve as a school, and our demographics are that of 
poverty, pretty much. So to raise our CCRPI score is very challenging. We 
dropped a little bit. I think we went from 68 to 64, but the average decline in the 
state was like 12 points. So in our demographic, I would think that we would be 
sliding 16 points, you know, relative to a 12 point drop in the state. So I look it as 
a four point decline as an eight point gain, really, really, if you look at that. But 
that's stressful.  
 

Participant 1 further noted that student behavior and discipline serve as job-related 

stressors for principals.  

Yesterday at dismissal, somebody pulled the fire alarm, you know, during buses. 
So, beep, beep, beep. […] Now, there's stress from my principal, you know.  
She’s gotta call the fire department, cancel it, you know, possibly even find out... 
 

Participant 10 also noted that principals were stressed by discipline issues and, as a result, 

did not have the time to spend working with teachers.  

It’s been more I guess for me from what I see it's been more culture and discipline 
than classroom instruction, at least from my standpoint. They are working with 
few people, I mean, to do a lot. That’s really where it comes out. It’s like 
sometimes we want them to come in our classroom and see what we're doing and 
spend some time in there, but it's like discipline 24/7 especially as you get close to 
the end of the year because they don’t have the support. 
 

Theme 2: District/State Monitoring 

The second theme for RQ1 connected principals’ job-related stress to mandates 

that were monitored by the school districts and state education agencies. Many 

participants explained that their principals experienced more stress because of their 

schools’ statuses as “priority” schools. The Georgia Department of Education (GADoE, 

2015) defined priority schools as the lowest-performing 5% of schools designated as Title  
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I and/or schools that had a graduation rate below 60% for 2 consecutive years. In 

discussing the job-related stress perceived by the principal, Participant 2 noted:  

I would say primarily just from what I’ve observed, I think there’s a lot of district 
level stress. I think it’s the district. From what I remember, principals had 
autonomy where they could run things how they wanted to. But now you have 
someone constantly hovering over your shoulder. And our school specifically 
being on a priority list, I think it’s more difficult because not only do you have 
people who would normally be watching, but you have the state micromanaging 
different things that you're doing.  You have to do this component. It takes away 
from the job of me just being a leader, doing what you know how to do best, 
which is run a building for students and the faculty. 
 

Participant 5 provided a similar response.  

As I said, we’re a priority school so there are lots of things that our school needs 
to do to improve, and I think the stresses for her would be accommodating. Doing 
different kinds of documentation to justify what we’re doing, how we’re trying to 
improve the situation. So it’s the request of information from other people that I 
think that is stressing her.  

 
Several other participants also noted the impact of the enhanced monitoring by the 

district and state as a result of their schools being priority schools.  

We work at a priority school, so it's a lot of things that they have to have in order. 
Because the state comes in.  County's always in. I think that's one of the main 
stressors for admin at our school is that they try to make everything so perfect 
because one little mistake or one mishap, I think they feel as though the state is 
going to take the school over. (Participant 6) 
 
Then you have district expectation, so your area superintendent is coming down, 
talking to you, give you your expectations. Then you got your superintendent 
who's also got expectations for those site schools. (Participant 7) 
 
I think largely it’s I guess his district representative who are either stressing about 
test scores, or the number of students who are graduating, or not going to 
graduate. Perhaps it’s the fact that our school might've had too many write ups for 
the month, and so someone, one of his supervisors, then is kind of on him for 
them to resolve some of those issues before anything becomes a situation where 
it's written it's up. I believe the write-ups ultimately, or the count goes into the 
system, and that's accessible by the district office. (Participant 8) 
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Theme 3: Cooperation and Buy-In 

The third identified theme reflected principals’ stress related to having the 

cooperation and buy-in of teachers and parents. Participants expressed that the 

cooperation of and buy-in from parents and teachers have a significant impact on 

principals’ stress. According to Participant 7, “some of [the principal’s] main stressors 

are again getting his faculty to buy-in to what he’s trying to do for his particular school.” 

Participant 1 explained that teachers often are the sources of stress as much as other 

stakeholders the principals encounter.  

I know that she’s dealing with students and adults. I think she has 100 teachers in 
the building, and we present as many problems to her as the students, on some 
levels, with poor attendance, tardiness. […] Bad judgment calls, you know, that 
we make around the children. Things we shouldn’t do and say. So she has to deal 
with all of that.  
 
Participant 4 commented that teachers’ lack of cooperation with the principals’ 

requests reflects poorly on the principal’s leadership, which can be a source of stress.  

Definitely teachers not doing what they are asked to do. I think that's a perceived 
stress because as the administrators, they’re not directly connected to any test 
score, any particular classroom, but it’s all a reflection on your leadership and 
your leadership style. I think it’s stressful when teachers aren’t doing what you 
ask us to do because it's going to directly impact how you are perceived. 
 

Principals also are challenged by parents’ cooperation and buy-in. Participant 8 

stated, “In our district, parents are prone to calling the district if they don't get their way.” 

Participant 1 provided comment that supported the statements made by Participant 8. 

Participant 1 maintained:  

Most of her stresses, I think, come from the parent contact and then the parent 
contact with the superintendent of schools, or the school board, you know, those 
parents that go to the school board and complain. Sometimes they have justifiable  
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complaints. I think that would be the most stressful situation that a principal can 
encounter where, you know, we’re indefensible.  
 

Other participants commented on principals’ challenges with parents. 

I guess one of the stressors is irate parents. That's a huge one, because a lot of the 
parents just don't have the social skills of ... They feel intimidated when they walk 
in the door, so they just come at you. They have to deal with that stress, and then 
they don't know what the situation is. All they know is there's an irate parent, and 
if they don't deal with it, they're going to take it to the district level. (Participant 
10) 

 
When asked to elaborate on the principal’s source of stress, Participant 2 explained:  

 
Maybe parents. And again, that comes back to the district because it can go 
against the parent. That's the first thing they’re gonna do is contact the district, 
contact the school board. It’s all cyclical in a way. Even though the parents may 
stress, their first thing is, “I’m going to the board.” You want to keep everything 
at the school level. So sometimes you may go against your better judgment just to 
talk to the parent so that they’re not having the district again that is... 
 
The themes identified for RQ1 demonstrate that principals are stressed by a 

number of job-related concerns, but, as expected, the main sources of stress are aligned 

with the general operation of the school. Because some of the participants identified 

themselves as teaching at a “priority” school, the participants perceived that the 

principals encountered stress related to improving the school and meeting the demands of 

district and state supervisors. Participants also perceived that teachers and parents often 

add to the stress of principals when they are not cooperative or do not embrace the 

principals’ visions for the schools. 

Research Question 2 

RQ2, “According to teachers, how do their principals respond to job-related 

stressors?”, was aimed at exploring participants’ perceptions of the ways that principals  
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respond to job-related stressors. Participants were asked to describe their observations of 

principals’ responses to job-related stress. Data collected from participants resulted in 13  

codes, 7 categories and 2 themes. This information is presented in Table 3 and is 

discussed in detail in the subsequent paragraphs. 

 
Table 3 

RQ2 – Codes, Categories and Themes 

 
According to teachers, how do their principals respond to job-related stressors? 

 
Code Category Themes 

 
Being Short 
Body Language 
Calling Meetings 
Communication 
Limited Verbal Confirmation 
Meticulous 
Micromanaging 
Not Giving Full Attention 
Not Smiling 
Not Visible at School 
On-Task 
Sheltered Teachers From Stress 
Stricter Guidelines 
 

 
• Enhanced Job Duties 
• Full Potential  
• Stricter Guidelines 
• Visibility  

 
 

• Communication 
• Physical Expressions  
• Shielding  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

4. Changes in Job 

Performance 

 

5. Communication and 

Openness 

 
 
Theme 4: Changes in Job Performance 

This theme reflected participants’ perceptions that their principals’ reactions to 

job-related stress were noticeable in their job performance. The district and state presence 

at schools often enhanced principals’ stress. Participant 10 explained, “I can kind of sense  
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the stress when we're having a big meeting by the agenda. [The principal asks,] “Did 

everybody get [an] agenda? Did everybody sign in? Okay, this is what we’re going to be  

doing for the day.” Participants also indicated that the stress influenced by district and 

state supervisors resulted in principals adhering to stricter guidelines. Participants stated 

that principals called more meetings, were more on-task, implemented meticulous 

reporting standards, and exhibited more micromanagement behaviors. Statements to 

reflect the changes in job performance were made by various participants.  

Participant 3 and 9 noted their principals resulted to micromanaging. 

I had a department meeting and at that department meeting she did come to the 
meeting and did let everyone know that the procedure would be changing, that 
they would now have to turn the DBQs into her because they weren't turning them 
into me. I know that that move was made as a result of stress related procedures, 
not doing what they needed to be doing. (Participant 3) 
 
Probably when the behavior becomes [inaudible 00:09:49] micro managing. And 
that if the issue were, well we [inaudible 00:09:59] watch everything you do 
instead of take at faith.  Okay, give him some room.  Give me the room to try to 
work through this.  Now you gonna hover over me.  You gonna make [inaudible 
00:10:14] you not allow me to work within my stress, which unfortunately now, 
so I’m trying to perform for you, and you get well [inaudible 00:10:23] pressure 
you to be stress, now the [inaudible 00:10:27] here, and it’s stressful here. 
(Participant 9) 
 

Participants 7, 8 and 10 noted that their principals implement stricter guidelines and 

reiterated the importance of reporting.  

He had a PowerPoint, and it kind of showed all the schools in the district and the 
number of absences, and I think ours was pretty significant. So I knew that was 
something that his boss relates to him as far like, “You need to get your teachers 
in the building.” That kind of thing… (Participant 7) 
 
I think part of when he’s stressed, we can tell. Because he'll get on the intercom, 
and there’ll be more announcements, and there’ll be more stricter guidelines that 
he’s kind of passing out to the students about being in class on time, or you know, 
not loitering in the halls, etc. (Participant 8) 
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They'll send numerous emails.  Has this been done? Has this been done? We need 
this done by this date. That's how we know. They pretty much tell us we need you  
to make sure that this is done because you have overseers looking over it. This 
administration has done a pretty good job. (Participant 10) 
 
Conversely, some participants suggested the changes in job performance 

exhibited by their principals were limited visibility and not meeting full potential. For 

example, when asked how the principal responded to stress, Participant 2 reported: 

Perhaps they don’t work to their full potential. Things that I may need as a teacher 
aren't readily available. Just a scenario. If I need to discipline a student 
immediately or maybe handle something that I received from the district, and I 
need an intervention, perhaps it’s not in their power to do it, even though it is a 
major concern. Maybe it's not a major concern or maybe they’ll just answer it 
passively or respond to something that I need passively. 
 

In addition, Participant 8 noted that the principal’s visibility is limited when job-related 

stressors are present.  

Well, I think part of it has to do with the fact that my principal’s not around as 
often as he would like to be. He’s always being pulled into meetings and different 
conferences meeting with different district personnel. (Participant 8) 
 

Theme 5: Communication and Openness 

Theme 5 was developed using participants’ statements regarding principals’ 

willingness to be open and communicate when the principals were feeling stressed. 

Participants explained that their principals often exhibited physical reactions to stress – 

not smiling, being short, venting, etc. – but usually tried to shield participants from 

enhanced stress by communicating with them.  

Participants 6, 8 and 9 revealed that their principals exhibit visible and verbal 

signs of stress but communicate openly with teachers. 

 
 



   89 

 

 
 
I think one of the main behaviors that they do is they’ll come around, and then, I 
don’t know if they’re venting, but often they’ll speak their mind on certain 
situations. When you hear them, you listen to them, you’re like, “Yeah, they must  
be going through.  They’re having a tough day or something like that.” That’s the 
main thing. (Participant 6) 
 
When you do see him, you can see the stress on his face. You can see the lines in 
his face. You can see that he’s not smiling. He’s definitely not happy most days. 
Even during meetings, sometimes he actually says, not in those words, but he 
actually alludes to the fact that he is under a certain amount of stress from the 
district. (Participant 8) 
 
I think there’s some visible signs. Facial features, body language, being a slow 
walk. A low, slumped posture and a face that, you can, when you’re with 
somebody that has, you can really feel their smile, and then you got that smile 
that, I’m just here. When it’s just stressful, and you pretty much know the time of 
year it is.  Based on the body movement during testing time, everybody’s stressed, 
and everybody’s tired and everybody, just the language that they use. (Participant 
9) 
 

Participants also explained that their principals did not transfer their stress to the 

teachers. Participants were asked directly whether their principal was a source of stress. 

No participant indicated that the principals directly stressed the teachers. Instead, most 

participants reiterated how their principals managed their own stress and attempted to 

shield teachers from or minimize teachers’ stress that could be transferred from 

principals’ stressors. Participant 8 noted, “I don’t think he tries to inflict his stress on us, 

necessarily, or on me.” In addition, Participant 10 explained, “I could say where I am 

now, they have done a really good job of sheltering us or insulating us from a lot of the 

stresses that they may have because we’re a priority school.” A statement made by 

Participant 5 reiterates the point made by Participants 8 and 10. 

She does not take it out on us. I can see the stress in her. I know that she has a 
request for information that she has for us. But she does not come and say, “I 
asked for this. Why don’t you have it?” So she’s not really a demanding person. 
(Participant 5) 
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Participant 8 also indicated that the principal attempts to shield teachers from stress. The 

participant revealed the following: 

He doesn’t necessarily try to guilt me into whatever it is that has to be done. He’s 
not trying to transfer that stress, but he’s not camouflaging it, either. He’s letting 
me know, and the rest of the staff know, that X, Y, and Z has to be done at the end 
of the day, figuratively speaking. (Participant 8) 
 
The themes identified for RQ2 demonstrate that although principals are stressed 

by a number of job-related concerns that require them to be more meticulous in their job 

performance, they are open with teachers and attempt to shield them from enhanced 

stress. Participants noted they observed principals’ professional and behavioral reactions 

to stress but no participant indicated that the principals served as a source of stress for 

them.  

Research Question 3 

RQ3, “How do teachers respond to their perceptions of principal stress?”, was 

aimed at exploring participants’ perceptions of how they responded to or were impacted 

by their principals’ perceived stress. Participants were asked how they reacted to their 

principals’ perceived stress. Responses ranged from avoiding the principals to handling 

specific situations to being humorous. Some participants noted that they experienced 

heightened stress when they perceived their principals were stressed. However, as noted 

in the discussion of Theme 5, most participants noted their principals tried to shield them 

from experiencing further stress. Participants reacted to this by being supportive of 

principals. Data collected from participants resulted in 20 codes, 8 categories and 2 

themes. This information is presented in Table 4 and is discussed in detail in the 

subsequent paragraphs. 
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Table 4 

RQ3 – Codes, Categories and Themes 

How do teachers respond to their perceptions of principal stress? 

 
Code Category Themes 

 
Attentive 
Avoidance 
Be Quiet 
Communication 
Cooperation Built on 
Mutual Respect and Buy-In 
Cooperative 
Depends on Relationship 
Do the Best You Can 
Experience Similar Stress 
Get it Done 
Handle Situations 
Help Out 
Humor 
No Direct Effect 
Professionally Ignore  
Relax 
Resolve Issues 
Stress Reaction 
Support 
Take on Some Stress 

 
• Avoidance and Quiet 
• Experience Similar 

Stress 
• Humor and Interaction 
• No Direct Effect 

 
 
 
 

• Attentive 
• Communication and 

Cooperation  
• Be Supportive 
• Get it Done 

 
 
 

 

6. The Domino Effect 

 

 

 

7. Get It Done 

 

Theme 6: The Domino Effect 

When asked how the principal’s reactions to stress impacted the teachers, 

Participant 6 indicated, “Sometimes […], it’s just like a domino effect.” This quote was 

used as the name for the seventh theme because several of the participants indicated that 

their responses to principals’ reactions to stress often mirrored the principals’ reactions. If 

the principals were stressed, the participants were stressed.  
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I do take on the stress. I do take it on. I try to handle it the best way I know how. 
Especially if it was caused by me. I try to do my best to not have stressors that 
was particularly caused by my actions. It might be a cultural thing in the school or 
whatever, but if it was caused by me, I definitely want to correct whatever the 
stress was. (Participant 10) 
 
The domino effect also impacted participants’ ability to deliver instruction and 

address the needs of their students. Participant 5 provided a detailed explanation of how 

the principal’s stress resulted in a domino effect.  

Well I hate to say it, but it impacts me in the classroom. For example, I may have 
a lesson plan and I'm like, “You guys, I can’t do this right now.” They may want 
to talk to me about something. I'm like, “I'm sorry but I can't talk to you about it 
right now. I’ve gotta finish this. This is due.” And I put their needs on the back 
burner so that I give or report the document ... the information that's requested to 
her as soon as possible. […]  
 
[And] it makes me feel bad. And the kids, they know what’s going on. They know 
that I’m not maybe teaching the lesson, or I’m not reading the paper that they 
wanted me to read. I’m not conversing with them. They know. But they kind of 
act like they’re used to it. They don’t say, “Well why can’t you?” They just go, 
“Okay.” Quietly they go away. (Participant 5) 
 

In addition to exhibiting similar behaviors or challenges, participants also communicated 

with one another regarding their stress. Participant 2 stated, “How I respond is usually by 

venting to someone else who understands and then so on and so forth.”   

The participants further noted the importance of the principal’s leadership when 

dealing with stress in relation to the domino effect. Particularly, participants viewed the 

principals’ leadership through his or her responses to stress.  

I can be that stressed.  Why not just throw in the towel a little bit? Because if I'm 
stressed and you're stressed, who’s paying for it? Not to say that you can’t work 
under stress. I would imagine it’s more difficult to do in such a way. If I’m just 
having a day, I’m likely to fall back. If I don’t see you giving 1000%, then I don't 
know if my 100 is. (Participant 2) 
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However, even when the participants noted they were stressed by principals’ 

reactions to stress, they still sought leadership from their principals. For example, 

Participant 3 explained:  

If I’m feeling stress[ed], I try to go to her and say this is what I’m feeling. I know 
logically this is why I’m feeling this way, but emotionally this is how I’m feeling, 
and what are some suggestions that you might have so that I’m not feeling 
overwhelmed. 
 

One of the most salient quotes regarding the importance of leadership as it relates to 

stress was provided by Participant 9.  

Well, stress is a communicator disease. It spreads. And if one person, the head 
person is stressed, it tends to filter down through the body. And so you react 
either more standoffish that you don’t want your [inaudible 00:07:14] stress, they 
tend to be, not themselves. If you’re normally happy, if you have the stress, it’s 
the pressure building, and you make life [inaudible 00:07:25]. So if I see that 
coming, it may be a case of then I need to distance, because I do not want to be, 
even though you’re not intentional, you might get cold because of the stress. You 
got all this all piled up on your desk and you come with one more referral.  It 
might be the one thing, you might, the tone. You can tell from the tone. Okay, it’s 
too much. So, I say, I think it does, the principal sets the tone. And if they aren’t 
happy, and they aren’t feeling good about their job, then the teacher and it filters 
down.  Students will.  Everybody will feel, not that they don’t want to be there, 
but at least there’s a workable situation. But if they’re uptight and stressed, and it 
filters down, so everybody walking with eggshells, [inaudible 00:08:30]. […] So 
it’s just a snowball.  
 

This statement reiterates the potential influence of principals’ experiences with and 

responses to stress.  

Theme 7: Get It Done 

The final theme revealed that throughout the principals’ experiences with and 

responses to stress, the participants attempted to support principals in a number of ways. 

The phrase “get it done” or a similar statement (e.g., “keep it moving”) was stated by  
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several participants as they communicated that no matter whether they were impacted by 

the stress, they realized they had to get things done in order to support principals.  

Specifically, Participants 1, 3, 8, 9 and 10 made direct statements regarding getting things 

done.  

You know, keep it moving. I think that’s what it is. Cover your bases.  You’ll 
make sure you’ve done your job to the best of your abilities, all the due diligence, 
and then move on. Keep it moving. (Participant 1) 

 
I think in some sense, I’m pretty levelheaded, and I don’t take a lot of things in. I 
wouldn’t say that it really makes my stress worse, but it can sometimes lead to me 
having to do more. But I don’t really take on those feelings of stress. I just try to 
get it done. (Participant 3) 

 
Okay so, I think to myself, okay let’s see what can we do. To relieve that stress 
cause ...Yes the work is important, but you are more important. And to press 
release takes that same ... [inaudible 00:31:25] I know some things just gotta be 
done. I understand that. (Participant 9) 
 
And you just do it. You're like, okay, she told us why we need to do it.  This is the 
reason what's going on.  Let's just get it done, and have a happy life for 
everybody.  (Participant 10) 
 
Participant 8 related “getting it done” to the requirements imposed by district and 

state supervisors. Participant 8 noted that often these supervisors have limited knowledge 

of what it takes to meet certain requirements and only want to know that the goals are 

being met. As noted in the discussion of RQ1, Theme 2: District/State Monitoring, these 

requirements create challenges for the principals.  

I think sometimes when they come up with these different things, or initiatives 
that they want us to take, they’re not aware of how a population, and how we 
actually have to get that done, or what goes into getting that done. They just want 
it done. […] I guess, at the end of the day, the bottom line is, “That needs to be 
done.” If there’s an extra set of reports that needs to come out all of a sudden, or 
we have to make sure we’ve contacted X number of parents within the course of 
the month, those are things that are just, that he’s [the principal] just relaying to 
us, basically. His hands are tied. But the stress then becomes how do you as a  
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classroom teacher get it done in addition to the other 499,000 things that you have 
to get done, and still do it in some sort of excellence? (Participant 8) 

A subcategory of “getting it done” was the support that participants indicated they 

provided to principals. Because participants understood the pressure encountered by the 

principals and wanted to promote the success of the schools, they supported the principals 

in meeting requirements. In addition to “getting it done,” participants stated this support 

was offered in the form of listening, being encouraging, being humorous, limiting 

requests, etc. When asked about teachers’ reactions to the principal’s stress, Participant 5 

noted, “I realize it’s not her fault. She’s just doing her job.” Similarly, Participant 7 

explained, “[The principal is] only as strong as his teachers are, so, we're doing our job, 

and it makes his job easier.” To make the principals’ job easier, Participant 5 explained, 

“Well, I try to accommodate as much as possible.”  Participant 5 also reiterated,  

“I could try to do everything. Just do it. As opposed to, ‘I’m not gonna do it. And 

you can’t make me do it.’  I just did it, as I said, to the best of my ability. And in a 

timely manner.”  Similar statements were made by several participants as they indicated 

the various ways they provided support to the administrator. Participants 1 and 6 

provided support with physical proximity and encouragement. 

I look to give support where I can. So if I see something happening in the lunch 
room, I’m one of the few men in the building, and I walk over and just put my 
body near without saying anything or doing anything. I just show support with my 
physical presence if possible. It’s better if I don’t say anything or do anything. Let 
her do the talking. Let her keep the power. (Participant 1) 
 
I just let them vent or I try to give them some positive encouragement. “You 
Know what, I think you handled that well. If that would’ve been me, I probably 
don’t know if I would have been able to do it the way you done it.” (Participant 6) 

 
Participant 2 supported with firm affirmation.  
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If I can’t respond in empathy, I’m usually responding like get it together. You 
have taken on a role to lead this community of [inaudible 00:05:21] it’s part of the 
job. It’s a part of the job. Not to exempt them from being human.  By no means 
do I take for granted what they have to do, and I certainly understand that human 
component of working a job day in and day out. But you gotta pull yourself up by 
the bootstraps like they always told you, and work it out. (Participant 2) 
 

Participants 3 and 8 provided support by limiting requests and referrals.  
 
There may be times where there’s something that I want to ask or something that I 
need done, and if I could see that it’s not a good time, that she appears to be a 
little stressed out or whatever, I may hold off on asking whatever I want to ask, or 
I may try to go ahead and handle it on my own using my best judgment, not to try 
to contribute to the stress that she’s experiencing. (Participant 3) 
 
I have to be mindful or more conscious when I do write that referral. It has to be 
one that really needs to be written, versus just like a minor infraction. It has to be 
something that I know I can’t deal with and that I need to actually escalate it at 
that point. Whereas before, if I had a disruptive student for example, I might 
decide, “I’m going to send you down to the office because I’ve tried everything I 
can possibly do.” When I know that he’s actually stressed out, I might send that 
student to another teacher first. (Participant 8)  
 

Several participants also communicated their support as rooted in the relationships they 

had with the principals. Participants did not want to disappointment the principals and 

provided support as a result.  

Now, there are times when I may want to rebel and say, “I just can’t do that right 
now. I can do it Monday.” And there’s times when I’ve done that and when she’s 
asked for something, and I just said, “I don't have it ready.” I saw the 
disappointment in her face, and I don’t want that to happen again, so I try to 
accommodate her and not add to the stress. ‘Cause she’s dealing with a lot of 
people as opposed to me just dealing with the kids in the classroom. (Participant 
5) 

 
We are very supportive of our administrators because we know ... Here’s the  
thing. It’s like when you have administrators that listen to you and when you may

 bring something to the table like we really don't need this or this is what we really 
need and you know in your heart of hearts that they heard you and they're really 
going to try to accommodate what you as a professional needs are. You have 
more buy-in. When they're giving things from other places and say, you have to 
do this. Okay, we’ll do it... Especially, we're doing it for you. We don't think we

 need it. We don't think it really adds value to our lessons, but we’ll do it for you  



   97 

 

 
 
because we know that you're going to listen to us with what we really do need.

 That helps to reduce the stress of the administrators. (Participant 10) 
 
The themes identified for RQ3 suggest that teachers are supportive of principals, 

no matter the stress experienced by principals or teachers. Participants indicated a belief 

in the mission of the schools with an emphasis on school success. If the vision of the 

school is to be realized, participants suggested they must support their principals. This 

support was offered through physical proximity, words of encouragement, and emphasis 

on “getting it done” when principals asked participants to complete specific tasks. 

Summary 

This chapter presents the findings for the three RQs posed for this study. Through 

a detailed data analysis process, seven themes were identified to answer the three RQs. 

The themes identified participants’ perceptions of principals’ sources and reactions to 

stress as well as teacher participants’ responses to their perceptions of principals’ stress. 

According to the data, principals are stressed by school improvement and district/state 

monitoring – both prompted by the schools’ identification as a “priority” school – as well 

as cooperation and buy-in from teachers and parents. Principals’ reactions to stress 

included changes in their job performance along with open communication with teachers. 

Teacher participants’ reactions to the principals’ perceived stressors and reactions 

included adopting some of the principals’ stresses but ultimately committing to “Get It 

Done” in order to support the principal.  

The next chapter includes the discussion of the findings related to the literature 

and the theoretical framework. 

 



 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, IMPLICATIONS 

Chapter 5 of the study begins with a brief summary of the study to include a 

synopsis of the major findings and conclusions.   Also incorporated into chapter 5 are a 

summary and discussion of the major findings as well as study conclusions, implications 

of the study and recommendations for further research.  Furthermore, the researcher will 

discuss the study findings through the lens of the theoretical framework, Bolger’s (1989) 

Crossover Theory and Westman’s expansion of Bolger’s Crossover Theory (2001). 

Summary of the Study 

 This phenomenological study was conducted from the perspective of teachers 

with the intent of illuminating teachers’ perceptions of principal stress and stressors as 

well as teachers’ perceptions of their own engagement with job stress related to principal 

stress.  The study sought to provide insight concerning the possible reciprocal nature of 

principal stress, teacher stress and furthermore, how teachers respond to their perceptions 

of principal stress.  In addition, teachers’ perceptions of principal behaviors perceived to 

be associated with principal job-related stress were investigated. Ultimately, the purpose 

of the study was to document the participants’ unique experiences with the phenomenon.  

With this purpose at the forefront of the study, the lived experiences of teachers, as 
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related to principal stress and teacher stress, were explored and recorded in a detailed 

description.   

Literature has acknowledged that teachers and principals alike experience job- 

related stress (Kyriacou 2000, Sogunro 2012, Skakon, et al., 2011).  Teacher stressors 

related to the job include teacher workload, high levels of accountability due to test 

scores, student behavior and parent apathy (Jin et al., 2007; Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012).  

Stressors documented as plaguing principals include experiencing high levels 

accountability with low levels of autonomy associated with managing their school sites 

(Cushing et al., 2003; Goodwin et al., 2003).  Teacher stress and principal stress have 

been found to be related to undesired outcomes both professionally and physically.  For 

instance, teacher stress has been linked to professional after-effects such as decreased 

student rapport, increased turnover and declining commitment to teaching (Liu & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2012; Klassen & Chiu, 2011; Cushing et al., 2003; Goodwin et al., 2003).  

Negative physical outcomes of teacher stress include higher levels of alcohol and tobacco 

consumption (Peltzer et al., 2008).  Likewise, principal stress has been linked to 

unwanted affects including compromised job performance, decreased job satisfaction and 

principal shortage (Sai Wong & Cheuk, 2005; Sogunro, 2012; Conrad & Rosser, 2008). 

Although literature reveals that stress and stressors are concomitant with teaching 

and being a principal, little research has been conducted to provide insight into how 

principal stress and teacher stress might be related.  Using the Crossover Theory as the 

theoretical framework for the study and a lens through which to view the phenomena of 

teacher stress and principal stress, the researcher sought to investigate if principal stress  



100 

 

 

crossed over to teachers and how teachers responded to principal stress (Bolger, et al, 

1989; Westman & Etzion, 1999).  In an effort to close the informational gap regarding 

the possible reciprocal nature of principal stress and teacher stress, the current study was 

conducted.  Guiding the study were the following three research questions: 

RQ1:  What do teachers perceive are their principals’ job-related stressors?  

RQ2:  According to teachers, how do their principals respond to job-related stressors? 

RQ3:  How do teachers respond to their perceptions of principal stress? 

A qualitative design, more specifically a phenomenological method, was found to 

be most appropriate considering the desired outcomes of the study.  After obtaining 

approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), the researcher began preliminary 

exercises for conducting the study that began with obtaining permission from principals 

in secondary schools (middle schools – grades 6 through 8 and high schools – grades 9 

through 12) in the approved school district to solicit their teachers for participation in the 

study.  Upon receiving the principal’s approval for teacher solicitation, an initial 

invitation to participate in the study was sent to prospective respondents via email.  The 

email invitation provided the criteria for participation in the study which included (a) 

being a certified secondary teacher in the approved school, (b) self-reporting that the 

teacher experiences job-related stress, and (c) perceiving that the principal encounters job 

stress.   Those who responded to the email invitation were then contacted via email or 

phone call and scheduled for an interview.  As part of the IRB approval process, the 

researcher developed 10 interview questions related to the study research questions to 

guide the semi-structured interviews. 
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Moustakas (1994) stated that answers pertaining to what the research participant 

experienced and how he experienced it govern the study.  Using qualitative methods  

provided by Cressler, Davies, Sokolowski and Moustakas, the researcher’s proxy 

interviewed ten teachers to gain insight concerning their perceptions of the phenomenon 

of principal stress and how teachers respond to principal stress. All teachers who 

participated in the study worked in Title I schools, and some worked in priority schools 

as distinguished by the federal government and the state.  The participants had experience 

in the profession ranging from two to twenty-five years.  Using a proxy, the researcher 

conducted semi-structured one-on-one interviews for each respondent, and each interview 

was recorded using a digital recording device.  Each interview was then transcribed.   

Rigor can be attained in qualitative studies through various strategies many of 

which have been proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1982, 1985), Cressler (2012) and 

Moustakas (1994).  In the current study, the researcher used triangulation, member 

checks and rich thick description to ensure the rigor and credibility of the study.   Lincoln 

and Guba stated that triangulation is a strategy that lends credibility to a study (1985).  To 

triangulate the findings of the study, the researcher developed an expert panel.  Four 

secondary teachers who had not participated in the study were invited to read the 

interview transcripts, discuss the participants’ responses and assist the researcher in 

identifying themes.  Two of the four teachers invited actually participated in the expert 

panel discussion. Both teachers had more than a decade of professional teaching 

experience, and both taught in schools that are not in the same school district as the study  
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participants but are schools that are demographically similar to the schools where study 

participants worked.   

The researcher also conducted informal member checks with participants as 

another technique for safeguarding the rigor of the study.  According to Lincoln and 

Guba, member checking is one of the best strategies to use to ensure that the findings are 

verifiable (1985).  During the member checking process, the researcher contacted 

participants directly via email, phone and in person to address misconceptions and to ask 

follow-up and clarifying questions about the participants’ responses.  The member 

checking process allowed the researcher to gain additional details that were necessary to 

provide detailed description of the participants’ engagement with the phenomena of 

principal stress and teacher stress.  The rich thick description was the third strategy used 

by the researcher to ensure the trustworthiness of the study.  By providing specific details 

in the study analysis, the researcher provides a more microscopic picture of the 

respondents’ unique stories and ensures the transferability of the findings (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  Ultimately, through a rigorous validation process, the researcher was able 

to document the findings of the study. 

Summary of the Major Findings 

Analysis of the 10 interview transcriptions revealed 52 codes which led to the 

development of 23 categories and ultimately to the identification of seven themes which 

provide descriptions for the three research questions guiding the study.  The research 

questions and the associated themes are as follows: 

RQ1:  What do teachers perceive are their principal’s job-related stressors? 



103 

 

 

Theme 1: School Improvement  

Theme 2: District/State Monitoring  

Theme 3: Cooperation and Buy-In 

The principal stressors noted by participants included stressors related to school 

improvement such as the College and Career Ready Performance Index score and student 

discipline.  District mandates and monitoring by educational state employees were also 

identified as stressors for principals.  Respondents also stated that principals were 

stressed by lack of teacher cooperation and parental buy-in. 

RQ2: According to teachers, how do their principals respond to job-related stressors? 
 

Theme 4: Changes in Job Performance 

Theme 5: Communication and Openness 

When asked about their perceptions of how principals respond when they are under 

stress, participants noted various changes in job performance such as micromanaging, 

being less visible and being more passive when responding to teacher needs.  Participants 

also articulated that their principals tended to communicate and be open about their stress 

in both verbal and non-verbal ways. 

RQ3:  How do teachers respond to their perceptions of principal stress? 
 

Theme 6: The Domino Effect  

Theme 7: Get It Done 

Teachers in the study noted that they responded to their perceptions of principal stress in 

a variety of ways such as becoming more stressed, avoiding the principal, venting to 

others and being less effective when providing instruction for their students.  The theme  
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“The Domino Effect” was coined to reflect how the behaviors of a principal who is under 

stress ripples out to impact others. Most study participants asserted that despite their own 

job stress or perceived principal stress, they tend to “Get It Done” referring to their work. 

Discussion of the Findings 

The findings of the current study are mostly aligned with literature from 

previously conducted studies that are aforementioned in the review of the literature 

(chapter 2).  However, the study does provide some new information that assists in filling 

a gap in the literature.  Because the current study is qualitative, a more detailed 

description of the participants’ experiences is provided through the lens of Bolger’s 

Crossover Theory (1989).  The findings regarding the stressors for principals are 

consistent with previous studies.  However, the current study provides perspective 

concerning how teachers perceive their principals react when they are under stress.  

Furthermore, the study reveals how teachers process and respond to their perceptions of 

principal stress and documents those perceptions in a thick description. 

 All participants stated that they perceive that their principal experiences job-

related stress, and all participants were also able to identify some perceived stressors that 

plagued their principals.  Therefore, this finding aligns with literature that documents the 

pervasiveness of stress on the job.  For instance, Babatunde (2013) presented the 

prevalence of occupational stress, and Peterson and Wilson (2004) described how stress 

is ubiquitous in the United States.  The principals referred to by the teachers participating 

in this study are not unlike others in the American workforce 65% of whom identify work 

as a stressor (American Psychological Association, 2013).  As it related specifically to  
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principals, Sogunro documented how stressful their job is which aligns with the 

responses of the study participants (2012).  Study respondents also noted how their 

principals are responsible for so much such as the faculty, students and even the parents  

who are attached to their buildings which leads to their job stress.  This further validates 

literature that discusses the numerous responsibilities carried by principals (Sogunro, 

2012; Wells, 2013; Okoroma & Robert-Okah, 2007; Hans et al., 2014; El Shikieri & 

Musa, 2012).  Participant 10 stated that s/he would welcome seeing the principal spend 

more time in the classroom but understands that the duties of the job often prevent that 

from happening.  

The first research question guiding the study was “What do teachers perceive are 

their principals’ job-related stressors?”.   Respondents replied by mentioning several 

perceived stressors affiliated with school improvement (Theme 1).  For example, one 

respondent noted how his principal was under stress because the school’s CCRPI score 

had dipped (Participant 1).  This response supports literature that documents how 

principals feel stressed by being rated as a failing school (Sogunro, 2012; Reynolds & 

O’dwyer, 2008).  Participants 1 and 10 stated how negative student behavior led to the 

principal experiencing job stress which contradicts with the literature presented in chapter 

2.  Although principals in the Sogunro study cited unpleasant interactions with others as a 

leading source of stress, they were referring to engaging with parents and teachers as 

opposed to students (2012).  It should be noted that student discipline is mentioned as a 

stressor for teachers in the literature (Kerr et al., 2011), but none of the studies presented  
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in chapter 2 mentioned student misbehavior as a stressor principals.  This discrepancy is 

discussed further in the conclusions section.     

When answering RQ1, respondents often described how their principals were 

stressed by district and state monitoring (Theme 2).  Some respondents chronicled how  

their principals had to deal with district and state officials often being in their school 

which had been classified as priority by the state (Participant 2, Participant 5, & 

Participant 8).  This finding confirms literature presented in chapter 2.  Sogunro’s study 

documented state, local and federal mandates as being a stressor for 90% of the principals 

participating in the study (2012).   Pijanowski et al. also noted federal mandates as a 

source of stress for principals (2009).   Related to the theme of district and state 

mandates, respondents described how workload expected from superiors was a stressor 

for their principals specifically the workload associated with leading a priority school 

Participants 2, 5, 6, 7 and 8 either explicitly mentioned or alluded to the heavy workload 

of their principals.   Similarly, literature in chapter 2 details that principals encountered 

stress due to their heavy workloads (Sinha & Subramanian, 2013; TUC, 2008; Han et al., 

2014; Hashim & Kayode, 2012, Okoroma & Robert-Okah, 2005). 

Further highlighting the issue of district and state monitoring (Theme 2), 

Participant 1 plainly stated that the principal was being micromanaged.  S/he mentioned 

that stress was placed up the principal by the district.  The participant further noted that 

principals previously had more autonomy in leading their schools than they currently 

have and mentioned this perceived paradigm shift as a stressor for the principal.  This 

finding aligns with literature which documented that the combination of low control or  
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flexibility and high expectations or accountability has been associated with stress 

(Adaramola, 2012; Cavinet et al., 2013; Cushing et al., 2003; Goodwin et al., 2003).   

Noted by several participants as a principal stressor is the lack of cooperation and 

buy-in from stakeholders (Theme 3).  More precisely, respondents perceived that lack of \ 

cooperation and buy-in from both teachers and parents led to their administrator 

experiencing stress on the job.   Two respondents noted that principal stress was caused 

by the lack of cooperation and/or buy-in on the part of teachers (Participant 1 & 

Participant 4).  For example, Participant 1 mentioned that the teachers presented as many 

problems for the principal as the students.  Participant 1 and 4’s perceptions validate 

findings in literature presented in chapter 2.  Songunro’s study revealed that 92% of 

principal participants identified conflict with teachers or among teachers was a stressor 

(2012).   Participant 7 identified the area superintendent and the superintendent as 

stressors for the principal which is validated by Sogunro’s study (2012).  Parents were 

also recognized as being a stressor for principals by several respondents including 

Participants 1, 2, 8 and 10.  Lack of parental support was mentioned in the review of 

literature as a stressor for principals (Hashim & Kayode, 2012).  Having to engage with 

difficult parents was noted by Sogunro as being a cause of stress for principals (2012).  

Three respondents (Participants 1, 2 and 10) described how parents frequently 

complained to district level officials about school issues.  The respondents perceived that 

these occurrences stressed their principals.  The stressor of parents complaining to the 

district office was not documented in previously conducted studies presented in the 

literature review.  Contrariwise and worth mentioning, one study presented in chapter 2  
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acknowledged the media as a stressor and source of great anxiety for 60% of principals 

participating in the study (Sogunro, 2012).  No respondent mentioned any type of 

interaction with the media as leading to stress for their principal.  

In response to RQ2 regarding teachers’ perceptions of how principals respond to 

their stressors, participants stated that principal stress was demonstrated by a change in 

their principal’s job performance (Theme 4).  Respondents noted that principals under 

stress tended to micromanage via more meetings, emails and intercom announcements.  

They also reported that principals increased teacher accountability, intensified in 

adherence to district mandates, were more passive and were less visible in the building. 

The fact that respondents offered various changes in their principals’ job performance 

aligns with research documented in chapter 2.  Studies conducted by Sebastian (2013), 

New Life Solution (2013), Halkos and Bousinakis (2010), Galbreathe and Karimi (2012) 

and Thoits (2010) all reported a variety of changes in job performance and/or behaviors 

that were associated with job stress – most of which were negative responses.  However, 

studies published by Adaramola (2012) and Halkos and Bousinakis (2010) found that 

moderate or helpful levels of stress led to workers being more productive and focused on 

accomplishing a task.  These findings were confirmed by Participant 10 who mentioned 

that stress led to the principal being more on task in planning and facilitating a faculty 

meeting with greater than usual attention to the agenda. 

Another theme found to be associated with teachers’ perceptions of how 

principals respond when they are under stress was increased communication and 

openness on the part of the principal concerning their stress (Theme 5).  Respondents  
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(Participants 6, 8 and 9) indicated that principals vented, alluded to being stressed and 

communicated their stress in non-verbal ways such as walking slowly, being short or not 

smiling.  However, these participant observations were unmentioned with specificity in  

the studies represented in the review of the literature.  One finding represented in the 

literature noted how workers under stress may suffer from a decrease in their ability to 

control their emotions (New Life Solutions, 2013).   Another study with a finding that 

alludes to similar outcomes to the current study due to stress was documented by Wong 

and Cheuk who reported that job stress was linked to feeling negative emotions (2005).  

A notable finding undocumented in the literature review is that though some of the 

respondents stated that principals became more communicative (both verbally and non-

verbally) about their stress when they experienced it, respondents (Participants 1, 5, and 

8) also stated that their principals were inclined to shield teachers from the stressors they 

were encountering.     

Teachers who participated in the study replied to RQ3 (“How do teachers respond 

to their perceptions of principal stress?”) in a variety of ways.  Some participants 

admitted to avoiding the principal when they perceived that he or she was under stress.  

Others stated that they tried to be amusing for the principal.  Still others expressed that 

they attempted to handle situations without bothering the principal or that they tried to be 

supportive of him or her.  Analysis of the participants’ responses led to the development 

of two themes associated with RQ3.  Participant 6 described how the principal’s response 

to stress impacted teachers as having a “domino effect” (Theme 6).  Participant 6 along 

with several other participants explained how when they perceive that the principal is  
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stressed, they become more stressed, vent to others, compromise their students’ 

instruction or even tell the principal how overwhelmed they are feeling.  This ripple 

effect was referred to as a domino effect by Participant 6 and described as a  

“communicator disease” that permeates, filters down and snowballs throughout the 

building by Participant 9.  Participants 5 and 9 noted that the domino effect ultimately 

impacts the culture of the entire school with students feeling the effect of their principal’s 

stress as well.  This finding was validates studies reported in chapter 2.  Sogunro reported 

that principal stress can lead to the school and school stakeholders being negatively 

impacted (2012).  Kelehear stated that stressed school leaders lead to a damaging school 

culture of stress and adds that students are unfortunately impacted by that culture (2004).   

In response to RQ3, several respondents expressed that they continued moving 

forward to get their job done despite their perceptions of principal stress or how their 

principal’s stress may have been impacting them.  Instead of succumbing to and 

becoming immobilized by their own stress or their perception that their principal was 

experiencing stress, they decided to “Get It Done” (Theme 7).  Participants stated that in 

an attempt to support their principal and do their job to the best of their abilities, they 

would “keep in moving” (Participant 1).  Participants articulated that they attempted to be 

as accommodating as possible by meeting deadlines and requirements for the betterment 

of the school and to support the principal. Some participants stated that to further support 

their leader, they were more reluctant to engage the principal in handling student 

disciplinary issues and other school-related situations when they perceived that the 

principal is stressed.  Other participants noted that they provide encouragement to their  
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principal.  Although these findings can be linked to the positive outcomes of stress which 

were recorded in chapter 2 and published in studies conducted by Aldwin (2007), Lazarus 

(1993) and Korovkin & Stephenson (2010), it should be noted that these studies refer to  

the individual experiencing eustress (good stress) directly.  Conversely, the respondents 

in the current study were asked about their response to their principal’s stress as opposed 

to being asked about how they respond to their own stress. Nevertheless, the positive job-

related outcomes (i.e., increased performance level, meeting deadlines and finishing 

assignments) presented by the above-mentioned studies are similar to how the 

respondents perceived they responded to their principal’s stress.    

Most respondents noted that they were supportive of their principal when they 

observed him or her experiencing increased levels of stress.  However, Participant 2 

exemplified less empathy and support for the principal stating that the work and stress is 

all part of the principal’s job.  Participant 2 also noted that when s/he is encountering 

stress, s/he is more prone to allow her own work to be compromised especially when 

observing the principal doing less.  This participant’s response aligned with findings from 

Sinha and Subramania’s study which documented that stressed workers contributed to 

compromised productivity on the job (2012).  

Conclusions 

As the theoretical framework for the study, Bolger’s Crossover Theory (with the 

expansion of the theory proposed by Westman and Etzion in 1999) was used as a lens 

through which to investigate the current study (1989).   The original theory proposed by 

Bolger defined crossover as the experience of job stress encountered by a married man or  
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woman crossing over and being experienced by the spouse at home (1989).  Bolger 

described this phenomenon as a contagion of stress that both spouses experienced via 

crossing over from one to the other.  The expanded Crossover Theory proposed by  

Westman stated that stress or strain can also crossover among colleagues as well as 

between spouses (2001).  Westman and Etzion also conducted a study using principals 

and teachers focused on the Crossover Theory.  This study found that job-initiated 

tension on the part of the principal positively correlated with teachers’ job-initiated 

tension (Westman & Etzion, 1999).  Another similar study published in 2004 found that 

job stress experienced by a worker can crossover to the team with whom the individual 

works (Westman et al., 2004).   

Using the Crossover Theory as a theoretical framework for the current study was 

an appropriate lens through which to investigate the reciprocal nature of principal stress 

and teacher stress.  The findings in the current study aligned with the findings from 

previously conducted studies on the Crossover Theory.  Similar to Westman and Etzion’s 

findings in their 1999 quantitative study that used Israeli principals and teachers as 

respondents, the respondents in the current study admitted that they became more 

stressed when they perceived that their principal was stressed.  The essence of the 

Crossover Theory is best exemplified in Theme 6, “The Domino Effect.”  Participant 10 

emphatically stated that s/he takes on the principal’s stress.  She stated, “I do take on the 

stress.  I do take it on.”  Participant 2 reported, “I can be that stressed.  Why not just 

throw in the towel a little bit?  Because if I’m stressed and you’re stressed, who’s paying 

for it?”  And Participant 9 declared, “And if one person, the head person is stressed, it  



113 

 

 

tends to filter down through the body.”  These participants’ responses to questions 

associated with RQ3 further verify the crossover of stress.   

In Westman and Etzion’s Israeli principal and teacher study, the researchers 

offered further discussion concerning the pattern stress crossover.  “Thus, a supervisor’s 

behavior may be a source of stress to many individuals in the organization, whose stress 

may in turn not only boomerang back to the supervisor but also start the ping-pong 

reaction among her or his group of subordinates” (2001, p. 277).  This description of the 

pattern of stress crossover is confirmed by the current study during which participants not 

only reported that they became stressed based upon their perceptions of their principals’ 

stress, but one respondent stated that one coping mechanism employed to reduce the 

stress is to vent to the principal.  When asked how s/he responds when perceiving that the 

principal is stressed, Participant 3 stated, “If I’m feeling stress[ed], I try to go to her and 

say this is what I’m feeling…what are some suggestions that you might have so that I’m 

not feeling overwhelmed.”  Hence, discussing the feeling of stress with the principal 

could have led to the principal encountering more stress.  If this occurred, it would have 

typified the boomerang pattern within the Crossover Theory described by Westman and 

Etzion (1999).   

Another aspect of Bolger’s Crossover Theory that was exemplified in the current 

study was described by several participants when asked how they respond when they 

perceived that their principal was experiencing stress.  Participants 1, 3, 8, 9 and 10 all 

stated how seeing their leader stressed motivated them to do their job more thoroughly.  

Participant 3 stated that she didn’t think she experienced increased levels of stress, but  
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knowing that the principal was stressed led to doing more on the job.  Participant 9 stated 

how s/he did more work to attempt to alleviate some of the stress the principal was  

experiencing.  The actions taken by the respondents in this study to “Get it Done” 

(Theme 7) are very similar to the actions that Bolger observed (1989).  In his discussion 

of the Crossover Theory, Bolger explained how a spouse who did not initially experience 

stress at work would escalate his or her activity in the home to accommodate for the lack 

of participation on the part of the spouse who had originally experienced the job stress 

(Bolger, 1989).   Even Participant 3 who stated that s/he did not experience more stress 

when perceiving that the principal was stressed still demonstrated characteristics of The 

Crossover by doing more work during those stressful times for the principal.  Conversely, 

Participant 2 perceived that the principal became less visible and less responsive when 

enduring stress which is similar to Bolger’s finding regarding the actions of the stressed 

spouse when at home (Bolger, 1989).  Ultimately, The Crossover Theory provided the 

researcher with a lens through which to observe the current study.  Many of the 

participants’ replies concerning how they responded when their principal was stressed 

aligned with this theoretical framework.  The Crossover Theory supplied a sturdy 

theoretical framework of research-based patterns of stress that were evident in the 

findings of the current study.  Hence, this study adds to the body of research supporting 

The Crossover Theory. 

Regarding RQ1 (“What do teachers perceive are their principals’ job-related 

stressors?”), the findings reveal a discrepancy in one stressor that was often cited by the 

respondents but was not documented in the review of the literature.  Some respondents  
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noted student behavior as a stressor for their principal which differs from studies 

discussed in chapter 2.  Participant 1 perceived that the principal was stressed due to a  

student pulling the fire alarm because the principal had to handle the situation.  

Participant 10 explained how student discipline often kept the principal from being 

present in the classroom.  These participants may be accurate in their perceptions that 

these situations were stressful for the principal.  Numerous studies have found that a 

prevailing stressor for teachers is student misbehavior (Kerr et al., 2011; Ekundayo & 

Kolawole, 2013; Klassen & Chui, 2011).  Furthermore, some of the respondents 

themselves reported it as a source of stress during their interview.  Therefore, because 

student misbehavior as stressor for principals is not documented in the literature review, 

it must be taken into consideration that the respondents may have displaced some of their 

own job-induced stress onto the principal and perceived that the principal is also stressed 

by student misbehavior.  Conversely, if the respondents’ perceptions were accurate, and 

their principals were genuinely stressed by the students’ behavior, this finding could 

assist in closing a gap in literature on the subject. 

Based on the current study, student behavior was not the only stressor that was 

noted by the respondents as a source of stress for both teachers and principals alike.  

Other shared stressors reported by study participants included paperwork (workload), 

time management and parental concerns.  All stressors self-reported by the respondents 

were either alluded to as being a perceived stressor for principals or were explicitly 

named as perceived stressors for principals.  Viewing this discovery through the lens of 

The Crossover Theory, validated the notion that a source of stress for one individual  
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could become a source of stress for another individual who works in close proximity 

(Westman & Etzion, 1999).  As an illustration, Participant 1 reported that the school’s  

CCRPI score was a source of stress for the principal.   But the language the respondent 

used in answering the question suggested that it was also a source of stress for him or her 

as well.  “Our CCRPI score, you know is very stressful. We’re trying to get to show 

growth…But that’s stressful.”  The respondent was knowledgeable of the school’s actual 

CCRPI score and how much it had dropped since the previous year.  Once could surmise 

that Participant 1 received this information from the principal which is why s/he 

perceived it was a source of stress for the principal.  It is evident that, along with the 

principal, the respondent was also stressed by the decline in the school’s score, a pattern 

that is described in The Crossover Theory.   

Another stressor mentioned as causing discomfort for both the respondents and 

their principals was parental concerns.  One occurrence often reported by participants as 

being particularly stressful for their principals was when parents complained to district 

level personnel.  Since parental issues was a stressor perceived to be shared by both the 

respondents and their principals, it could be easily concluded that their experiences are 

not mutually exclusive.  The Crossover Theory provided an explanation for this 

conclusion.  Principals typically inform teachers when parents have complained about 

them especially if the complaint has been lodged at the district office.  Assuming the 

principal is stressed by the parent’s gripe (as the respondents have perceived), discussing 

the complaint with the teacher could likely lead to that source of stress for the principal 

crossing over to the teacher (Westman & Etzion, 1999).  Supporting this deduction was a  
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statement made by Participant 10 when asked how s/he responded to perceptions of 

principal stress.  “I do take on the stress… Especially if it was caused by me. I try to do  

my best not to have stressors that was particularly caused by my actions.”  This typifies 

“The Domino Effect.” 

Time management and paperwork (workload) were stressors that respondents 

self-reported as encountering.  In their descriptions, participants suggested that they were 

also stressors for their principals.  For example, Participant 1 discussed how the principal 

had to call the fire department to cancel a bogus fire alarm and find out who pulled it 

which indicates having to do more work.  Participant 5 noted the documentation that the 

principal had to do due to being a priority school.  Participant 10 chronicled how the 

principal has a lot to do with only a few people to share the load with.  S/he went on to 

explain how the principal does not have time to be in classrooms due to the workload 

which implied an issue with time management.  These descriptions connote that teachers 

were not only the educators in the school who were plagued by the stressors of workload 

and time management.  Principals were vulnerable to the same stressors.  It should be 

noted that participants often communicated that the principal had to carry a heavy 

workload due to district and state monitoring and mandates which led to stress.  This 

expectation was seemed to be even greater amongst teachers like Participant 5 who 

worked at a priority school.  Participant 5 described how the principal sometimes asked 

for paperwork which led to an interruption of instruction for students. 

Evidence that led to the development of Theme 4 (Changes in Job Performance) 

revealed how principals tended to micromanage when they were encountering job- 
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induced stress.  Participant 10 reported how the principal had a “big meeting” and agenda 

during which the principal asked if everyone got an agenda and signed in.  Another 

respondent mentioned how the principal tended to increase the adherence to guidelines 

when stressed.  Similarly, participants’ descriptions that led to the development of Theme 

7 (Get it Done) revealed that respondents reacted to their perceptions of principal stress 

by ensuring that they did their jobs with “all the due diligence” (Participant 1).  

Participants 3 and 9 referenced trying to handle situations independently as opposed to 

asking for assistance from the principal.  In essence, the respondents described in great 

detail how they had the propensity to micromanage themselves when they perceived that 

the principal was stressed whereas the principal tended to micromanage others when 

stressed.   

Another response to stress that both principals and teachers had in common was 

venting.  Participant 6 stated “I don’t know if their venting, but often they’ll speak their 

minds on certain situations.”  Participant 8 explained how the principal alluded to being 

stressed during meetings.  These descriptions led to the development of Theme 5 

(Communication and Openness).  Likewise, participants admitted to venting about their 

stress to others.  It can be concluded that principals and teachers have similar behaviors 

when reacting to stress. Another related conclusion can be drawn from data collected 

from respondents.  Although the participants did not identify the principal as a source of 

stress or as attempting to transfer stress to them (some even stating that their principals 

attempted to protect teachers from stress), the respondents still self-reported that they 

experienced job stress.  It can be concluded that if a principal is stressed, the teachers will  
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encounter stress as well regardless of whether the principal intends to transfer the stress 

and despite measures taken to prevent teachers from experiencing stress. 

 Based on teachers’ perceptions, the findings of this study reveal that principals 

and teachers have some common sources of stress (i.e., parental concerns, student 

behavior, workload, time management).   Many principal stressors were related to district 

and state mandates and monitoring.  These stressors ultimately impacted the teachers in a 

variety of ways. The Crossover Theory as a lens through which to view the study 

provides an explanation of how stress is reciprocal in nature (Bolger, 1989).  By working 

in the same environment with a stressed principal, teachers become susceptible to the 

crossover of stress from the principal.   

Implications 

 Bolger’s Crossover Theory (1989) describes the contagion of stress that is shared 

by spouses, and Westman’s expansion of the theory denotes that stress can crossover 

among members in the same working environment (2001).  The findings of the study are 

consistent with The Crossover Theory and thus pose a critical concern for the educational 

community.  Participants in the study self-reported job stress and that they perceived that 

their principals encountered job-related stress.  They also shared their perceptions of how 

stress impacted their principal.  With the exception of one participant who described how 

the principal became more task-oriented, all perceived responses to stress on the part of 

the principal were perceived by the respondents as negative (i.e., being less visible, being 

short, micromanaging, being passive, venting, poor posture, etc.).  Some participants  
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even discussed how “The Domino Effect” had allowed the principal’s stress to impact the 

teachers and even the students.  The pervasiveness of stress was evidenced by the study,  

and it was clear that some respondents were aware of and concerned about the damage it 

was doing their principal, the teachers and even the students.   

 Principals leading priority schools seemed to be at a greater risk for susceptibility 

to stress according to respondents’ descriptions.  These teachers frequently mentioned 

being a priority school and the additional monitoring by state and district officials.  They 

alluded to the amount of documentation required and the hefty expectations placed upon 

priority school principals.  The implication is that being a principal is already a stressful 

position.  However, being a principal at a priority school leads to greater stress.  Applying 

the Crossover Theory, if the principal of a priority school is encountering higher levels of 

stress, then those teachers who work with him will be more susceptible to stress and 

possibly elevated levels of stress.   

 Principals lead in shaping the culture of their schools.  Stressed principals can 

inadvertently foster a culture of stress that not only negatively impacts those teachers and 

educator support staff who work in the school but also the students who engage daily 

with the stressed adults in the building.  This implication is supported by the responses of 

Participants 2, 5, 9 and 10 who all either explicitly stated or suggested that the culture of 

the school was stressed and/or that they perceived that the stressful school environment 

stemmed from a stressed principal.  As suggested by Participants 2 and overtly stated by 

Participant 5, left unchecked, the learning and working environment can become 

unhealthy for all who encounter it on a daily basis most importantly the students.  Priority  
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schools and the students who attend them are most vulnerable to this stress-induced 

outcome considering they are the lowest performing schools.  An unfortunate cycle of  

stress is implied based on the descriptions of the respondents in which a principal is 

stressed by the district and state monitoring and mandates that occurs due to being 

designated as a priority school.  The stress of the principal then crosses over to the 

teachers because the teachers have perceived that the principal is stressed and have 

become more stressed or by having an increased workload because the teacher has 

attempted to take some of the sources of stress away from the principal.  The stressed 

teacher then compromises student instruction which contributes to the issue of the school 

having a priority school status. 

 The findings of the study add to the existing body of literature regarding principal 

stress.  By having the phenomenological study conducted from the perspective of 

teachers, principals and other educators are able to gain insight concerning teachers’ 

perceptions of principal stress, how teachers perceive that principals respond to their own 

stress and how teachers perceive that they themselves respond to principal stress.  The 

descriptions provided by the respondents shed light on an epidemic that plagues the 

educational community, specifically principals.  The study describes how the stress of the 

principal can impact teachers and ultimately the entire school. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

 After conducting a rigorous qualitative study, the findings from the analysis of the 

data, the conclusions drawn from the findings and the implications derived from those  
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conclusions lead the researcher to make the following recommendations for further 

research. 

1.  This study used teachers as respondents, which provided a unique perspective 

on the phenomenon of principal stress.  A similar qualitative study should be 

conducted with assistant principals as respondents.  Assistant principals work 

even closer to principals than teachers and could provide yet another 

perspective regarding principal stress and its impact on the co-leaders in the 

building. 

2. The teachers who participated in the study all worked in Title I schools and 

some of the respondents identified their school as being a priority school as 

designated by the state.  The priority school status was often mentioned in 

association with the principal’s stress.  This study should be replicated using 

schools that are not Title I and not designated as priority.  Replicating the 

study in such a way will provide additional insight concerning principal stress 

and reveal whether the findings and conclusions are similar for principals 

serving in low-performing schools with lower socio-economic statuses as they 

are for principals who lead in higher performing schools with higher socio-

economic statuses. 

3. Although conclusions were drawn and implications made about how the stress 

of the principal trickles down to negatively impact the students, the researcher 

recommends that a follow-up study be conducted in which students in these 

same schools with the same principals are the respondents.  Gaining the  
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4. student’s perception of principal stress and how students respond to those 

perceptions would produce findings that would either confirm or deny what  

the respondents in the current study stated about how principal stress affected 

the students.  This study could further illuminate the crossover effect of stress. 

5. Another complementary study could be conducted in which the principals 

described by the current study’s respondents are interviewed regarding their 

own stress and their perceptions of how they respond and teachers respond to 

their stress.  Such a study would reveal differences and similarities in the 

perceptions of the teachers who participated in the study and their principals.  

The study could verify the findings of the current study or shed light on how 

the perceptions of principals and teachers differ where principal stress is 

concerned. 

Summary 

 The researcher conducted a rigorous phenomenological study in which data were 

collected from ten teachers via semi-structured interviews and analyzed to result in 52 

codes, 23 categories and 7 themes.  Using three research questions to guide the study, the 

lived experiences of the study participants were documented in a robust description that 

detailed the respondents’ perceptions of principal stress to include perceived sources of 

principal stress, how principals reacted when stressed and how teachers responded to 

their own perceptions that their principal was stressed.  The analysis of the data led to the 

development of the following themes which support the research questions: 
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Theme 1: School Improvement  

Theme 2: District/State Monitoring  

Theme 3: Cooperation and Buy-In  

Theme 4: Changes in Job Performance 

Theme 5: Communication and Openness 

Theme 6: The Domino Effect  

Theme 7: Get It Done 

The Crossover Theory was used as a theoretical framework and a lens through 

which to investigate the phenomenon of principal stress and its reciprocal nature with 

teacher stress.  The findings of the study revealed that principals were stressed by factors 

related to school improvement such as the school’s CCRPI score and student discipline.  

Other factors identified as principal stressors were state and district mandates and 

monitoring and lack of cooperation and/or buy in from school stakeholders such as 

teachers and parents.  According to study respondents, these sources of stress for 

principals led to changes in the principal’s job performance such as micromanaging, 

being less visible and more unresponsive and becoming more task-oriented amongst 

other changes in behavior (being short, not smiling, having a slumping posture, walking 

slowly).  Respondents also noted that stressed principals tended to be more open and 

communicative as evidenced by the principals venting about their stress or discussing 

what the principal was experiencing on the job. 

The Crossover Theory was a theoretical framework that well-suited the study.  In 

conveying how they responded to stress, the study participants described the primary  
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tenets of the theory stating how they took on the principal’s stress, became more stressed 

and increased their own workload to alleviate the principal’s stress.  This domino effect 

was explained by the respondents and captured by the researcher in descriptive form.   

Participants also noted how when they perceived that their principal was stressed, they 

committed do their jobs with greater diligence in an effort to support the principal, and 

some participants suggested that the increased workload led to their stress.   

  It was concluded that priority school principals and teachers were more 

susceptible to stress and its pervasiveness due to the increased district and state 

monitoring and greater workload due to the amount of documentation required of priority 

school principals and subsequently their teachers.   

Though respondents stated that they took on more stress when they perceived that 

their principal was stressed, they also reported that their principal was not a direct source 

of stress and that their principals attempted to shield them from stress.  However, it was 

concluded that despite their principals’ efforts to prevent teachers from experiencing 

stress, principal stress still crossed over and was experienced in some way by teachers. 

The crossover of stress from principal to teacher was described in detail, and a cycle of 

stress (specifically for priority schools) centered around The Crossover Theory was 

described and presented in the conclusions. 

Implications that documented how a stressed principal could negatively impact 

the entire school to include students were provided.  The implications pointed to a need to 

control principal stress in an effort to prevent a culture of stress from developing within 

the school.  Recommendations for further research were also presented which suggest the  
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current study be replicated in various ways.  The researcher recommends that a similar 

study be conducted that uses assistant principals, students and even the principals  

themselves as respondents.  Findings for such studies will assist in providing additional 

insight regarding the phenomenon of principal stress. 
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