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Abstract 

 

Research demonstrates workplace stress for PreK-12 principals is prevalent identifying 

significant numbers of principals feeling stressed on-the-job. The high levels of stress and 

the prolonged nature of the stress causes problems not only for the principal but also for 

the teachers, community, and others. Some researchers have studied on-the-job stress for 

PreK-12 principals and offered alternatives to coping to include peer support. However, 

very few published studies demonstrate successful outcomes of recommended programs 

for school leaders in coping with workplace stress. Conversely, interpersonal political 

skill is empirically linked to organizational success and coping with workplace stress. 

Therefore, the current research sought to understand how PreK-12 principals use 

interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism in responding to on-the-job stress. The 

words and stories of 16 participants, current PreK-12 principals experiencing on-the-job 

stress, uncovered six themes and eleven subthemes. The findings showed PreK-12 

principals use interpersonal political skill to cope with workplace stress by having a sense 

of control, through interactions with others, through understanding, by inspiring trust and 

confidence, and through connecting with others. However, the sixth theme revealed that 

the principals had little understanding of their use of interpersonal political skill or the 

benefits it could provide them in coping with workplace stress. The aim was to provide 

recommendations to school district leaders and professional organizations about the 

effects of interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism. Therefore, the proposed 

solution, Creating Cultures of Coping was conceived to build awareness and help 

principals cope better with workplace stress.  

Keywords:  interpersonal political skill, PreK-12 principal stress, coping  
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INTERPERSONAL POLITICAL SKILL AS A COPING MECHANISM FOR  

PREK-12 LEADERS 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Chapter One provides an overview of the problems associated with on-the-job 

stress for PreK-12 principals who seek support from colleagues in coping with workplace 

stress. While the role of the job for school leaders is more stressful than ever before 

(Darmody & Smyth, 2014), very little research is available regarding on-the-job stress for 

principals (Wells & Klocko, 2015). Much research identifies peer support as a possible 

coping mechanism, but little evidence was found about programs and practices for school 

leaders successfully utilizing peer support to cope with workplace stress.  

Prior research has suggested that political skill may relieve workplace stress for 

some industry leaders (Perrewé, Zellars, Rossi et al., 2005); however, as asserted by 

Kimura (2015), the role of political skill and its effect on workplace stress has not been 

fully explored. The purpose of this research was to explore the potential role of political 

skill as a coping mechanism for school leaders who deal with workplace stress. Each of 

these ideas is represented in this chapter through the statement of the problem, the 

purpose statement, and the research question that guided the development of this 

dissertation in practice (DIP). Chapter One concludes with a brief overview of the 

methodology and research design used for conducting the current study.  

Statement of the Problem 

School leadership is a demanding job that produces high levels of on-the-job 

stress and tension associated with the nature of the work (Hancock et al., 2019; Kafele, 

2019; Tikkanen et al., 2017). While Osborne (2017) determined principals experienced 
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workplace demands at a rate that is one and a half times higher than the rest of the 

population, those demands contribute to the high levels of stress experienced by 

principals. Prolonged stress is known to cause problems for the principal (Boyland, 2011; 

Hancock et al., 2019; Tikkanen et al., 2017), the teachers and community, and can also 

affect the overall health of the school (Kaufman, 2019; Mitani, 2018; Poirel & Yvon, 

2014). Darmody and Smyth (2016) found schools become dysfunctional, unhealthy 

places when operating in an atmosphere of stress. Furthermore, Kaufman (2019) declared 

workplace stress is known to interfere with sound decision making.    

Due to the profound impact of workplace stress on principals and their schools, 

school leaders must develop coping mechanisms for mitigating the effects of on-the-job 

stress. Hancock et al. (2019) suggested because of the critical role principals undertake in 

a school setting and the effects of on-the-job stress experienced, the development of 

effective management strategies is imperative. In responding to potential issues 

associated with prolonged stress, researchers offered various solutions to principals and 

district leaders for coping with on-the-job stress. Hancock et al. (2019) identified 

guidance and support from a mentor, implementation of personal learning communities, 

and offering stress management courses. Boyland (2011) further suggested that principals 

should build supportive networks of peers to cope with on-the-job stress.   

While the various strategies offered by researchers may be worthy, I found no 

recent studies depicting program implementation and successes or challenges of 

programming. Hancock et al. (2019) asserted that few researchers have attempted to 

ascertain effective mechanisms for PreK-12 principals in coping with workplace stress. 

Specifically, Hancock et al. and Boyland (2011) recommended peers as a support 
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mechanism for dealing with workplace stress for school leaders. Yet, no recent research 

studied the effectiveness of this recommendation for PreK-12 principals. Principals must 

be open, honest, and transparent in their interactions with colleagues to experience peer 

support. I wondered if this was possible, given the nature of the job. Furthermore, 

because there is little recent research about successes or challenges of peer support 

programs, I decided I needed to consider the reason for this phenomenon.  

Due to the nature of the school leaders’ jobs, some principals may instead 

experience barriers to professional relationships, which might hinder their ability to 

experience authentic peer support or share their true selves and struggles. Therefore, I 

decided it was time to explore another possibility for PreK-12 principals and coping with 

workplace stress.  

Investigating other possibilities led me to the exploration of political skill. 

Research about political skill empirically shows it to be a necessity for the success of 

organizations because it creates environments that exude trust and relationship building 

(Ferris, Davidson, & Perrewé, 2005; Ferris et al., 2007; Kimura, 2015). This type of 

political skill is not synonymous with organizational politics defined as using influence to 

increase self-interest at the expense of organizational goals (Ferris & Kacmar, 1992; 

Gandz & Murray, 1980). Ferris and Kacmar expanded the definition to include using 

strategically designed behavior to achieve self-interest at the detriment of others. 

Typically, organizational politics is associated with negative connotations of influence 

and power, which differentiates it from the definition and attributes of political skill 

originally researched by Ferris, Davidson, & Perrewé, 2005. The work by Ferris, 

Davidson, & Perrewé denotes positivity for the organization and is built around the 



SCHOOL LEADERS COPING WITH STRESS     

         
4  

relationships within an organization and how to improve them to make the organization 

better. Therefore, to avoid any misunderstanding, the term I used for the rest of this 

research to identify the topic is interpersonal political skill.    

I wanted to know how school principals use interpersonal political skill outlined 

by Ferris, Davidson, and Perrewé (2005) when seeking peer support regarding workplace 

struggles. To explore this phenomenon as a lived experience, I sought to understand how 

school principals use interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism in responding to 

on-the-job stress. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the qualitative phenomenological study was to understand how 

PreK-12 principals use interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism in responding 

to on-the-job stress.  

Research Question 

The following research question guided the current study: How do PreK-12 

principals use interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism in responding to on-the-

job stress? 

Aim of the Dissertation in Practice 

The ever-increasing demands of PreK-12 principals cause on-the-job stress, which 

may lead to burnout. Role conflict and role overload (Bausaert et al., 2016; Darmody, & 

Smith, 2016; Hancock et al., 2019; Wells & Klocko, 2015) inadequate resources (Wells 

& Klocko, 2018), and lack of social support (Bauer et al., 2019; Bausaert et al., 2016; 

Hancock et al., 2019) only add to workplace stress for principals. Initially, Savery and 

Detiuk (1986) identified role conflict, ambiguity of the job definition, and role overload, 
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too much demand on the job, as the two most significant sources of on-the-job stress for 

principals. Therefore, suggesting these are not new problems, but issues that to date are 

still unresolved. Modern researchers still find role conflict and role overload as important 

stress inducers for school leaders (Hancock et al., 2019; Wells & Klocko, 2018).  

Stress and burnout are well-known phenomena for educational leaders and 

sometimes lead to extreme consequences for the leader, the teachers, the students, and the 

school community (Bausaert et al., 2016; Darmody & Smyth, 2016). Maslach and 

Jackson (1981) determined burnout includes emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, 

and lack of personal accomplishment. The consequences of stress and burnout include 

reduced performance, lack of initiative, and an absence of resourcefulness. However, 

pertinent to this study, Bausaert et al. (2016) found peer support may act as a slight buffer 

to workplace stress for school principals.  

Evidence exists of a large gap in the research for PreK-12 principals and coping 

with on-the-job stress. Researchers, principals, and other practitioners identified the need 

for support systems to handle increased pressure and conflict for school leaders dating 

back many years (Friedman, 2002; Westman & Etzion, 1999; Whitaker, 1996). Bausaert 

et al. (2016) recommended setting up networks and communities of principals to provide 

each other task-related and emotional support. Even though accumulated research data 

cited the need for social support from colleagues, little research exists about established 

programs. More specifically, the recommendations include the need for setting up and 

providing social support systems between and among principals. However, I found 

minimal research about established programs to show the success or failure of such 

implementation. Therefore, as the job becomes more difficult (Crawford, 2007; 
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Lambersky, 2016; Sharma, 2016), little documentation exists of programs set up to help 

principals deal with on-the-job stress. Lack of programs may lead to additional adverse 

outcomes into the future for leaders and their schools.      

The aim of the dissertation research was to understand the lived experiences of 

PreK-12 principals and their use of interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism in 

responding to on-the-job stress. The hope was to provide recommendations to school 

district leaders and professional school administrator organizations about the effects of 

interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism. Alternate means of support for 

principals was an additional possibility. From the stories of the participants, themes and 

subthemes were developed and a program entitled Creating Cultures of Coping was 

created to assist PreK-12 principals in coping with workplace stress. The program can be 

utilized by individual school leaders or adopted by entire districts.  

Definition of Relevant Terms 

 The following terms were used operationally throughout this study.  

 Authentic Peer or Social Support: Meaning presenting one’s true self to a 

colleague in seeking encouragement and help from them or the ability to offer real 

support to a colleague.  

Burnout: An outcome of chronic stress. Consisting of aspects to include 

emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, lack of personal accomplishment (Maslach and 

Jackson (1981), and the presence of job outcomes that cause strain and stress that can 

overwhelm coping capabilities (Whitaker, 1996). 

Coping: The process by which someone tries to minimize negative emotions that 

arise from adverse events (Lowe & Bennett, 2003). 
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Interpersonal Political Skill: The ability to understand people in the workplace 

and using that information to influence others to achieve personal and organizational 

goals using social astuteness, interpersonal influence, networking ability, and apparent 

sincerity (Ferris et al., 2005). 

Organizational Politics: Using influence and strategically designed behavior to 

achieve self-interest at the detriment of others and at the expense of organizational goals 

(Ferris and Kacmar, 1992). 

Principalship: The head of school. 

Role Conflict: Ambiguity of the job definition. 

Role Overload: Too much demand on the job. 

Social or Peer Support: In this context refers to support from principal to 

principal, which may reduce stress levels for principals (Bausaert et al., 2016).  

Stress: The body’s response to aggravations in the environment (Buhler, 1993) 

and the mental and physical wear and tear people experience in their lives (Lyles, 2005).    

Methodology Overview  

Qualitative Phenomenology 

The methodology for the current study was qualitative because I was looking for a 

complete view of the phenomenon or experience under study (Roberts & Hyatt, 2019). 

Merriam (2015) asserted the purpose of qualitative research is to depict how people make 

sense of their life experiences, which was precisely what I wanted to accomplish for this 

research. Specifically, I chose a qualitative methodology because I wanted to depend 

upon the participants' words, stories, and experiences to drive the study.  
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A phenomenological research design was chosen for the research because it 

aligned with the identified problem and research question. In a phenomenological design, 

research seeks to understand an experience or phenomenon (Yüksel & Yıldırım, 2015). 

Moustakas (1994) defined phenomenological design as one that determines what an 

experience means to a group of people who can describe a common experience. Just as 

Balikçi (2019) chose phenomenology to understand teacher candidates through the 

perspective of school administrators, I wanted to understand on-the-job stress for PreK-

12 principals from the experiences of school leaders. Philipsen et al. (2019) cited the need 

to use a phenomenological study to understand the feelings of teachers while engaging in 

staff development. While Philipsen et al. determined another design for the study 

prohibited them from their objective, I came to the same conclusion. The goal of the 

study was to understand the lived experiences of PreK-12 principals regarding 

interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism for dealing with on-the-job stress.  

In phenomenology, it is vital to identify participants who have experienced the 

phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). For this study, the phenomenon was on-the-job stress 

for school principals and the school leaders possible use of interpersonal political skill as 

a coping mechanism. As described by Yüksel and Yıldırım (2015), purposive sampling 

was used to assemble a sample of PreK-12 principals who could describe the 

phenomenon under study. To achieve a purposive sample, the identification of 

participants through a screening process was paramount. Therefore, to identify the sample 

for this study, I sought participants using the snowball method. The snowball method 

seeks participants using social contacts provided by others to include participants 

themselves (Noy, 2006). Consequently, using two social media platforms, Facebook and 
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Linked-In, I posted a call for potential participants seeking the voluntary participation of 

PreK-12 school principals who experience workplace stress (see Appendix C). 

Additionally, I employed network connections through emails to professional contacts 

who shared the study information with their networks serving to cast the net further for 

participants.    

In addition to a semi-structured open-ended phenomenological interview, guided 

by the interview protocol (see Appendix A), I utilized the Political Skill Inventory, 

authored by Ferris, Davidson, and Perrewé (2005) to identify the level of interpersonal 

political skill for each participant. Although an inventory is not a typical part of 

phenomenological research; Colorafi and Evans (2016) used an inventory to enhance the 

description of the phenomenon under study. Additionally, Miles (2014) confirmed the 

use of validated measures in qualitative research when the intent is to enhance findings of 

the study. Interpersonal political skill has received support and attention from researchers 

and practitioners over the past decade because of its encouraging empirical support 

(Jacobson & Viswesvaran, 2017). Additionally, Jacobson and Viswesvaran cited the 

Political Skill Inventory as the most empirically validated measure for understanding 

interpersonal political skill today. Thus, this was an accepted instrument to use when 

measuring interpersonal political skill. After answering the questions in the inventory, I 

identified each participant’s level of interpersonal political skill which enhanced the data 

obtained during the interviews. The Political Skill Inventory is an 18-item questionnaire 

that identifies interpersonal political skill level of low, average, or high (see Appendix B). 

Jacobson and Viswesvaran (2017) recognized this inventory as the most widely used 

today for determining interpersonal political skill level.    
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Data Collection 

Data collection happened in two ways, through open-ended interviews and the 

administration of the Political Skill Inventory. The primary source of data came from 16 

semi-structured, open-ended interviews of participants. Moustakas (1994) described the 

phenomenological interview as relaxed, frequently beginning with a social conversation, 

and then leading the participant into a focus of the experience under study. I continued 

doing interviews until I determined there was no new information possible from 

additional interviews. Guest et al. (2006) determined this happens sooner when more 

homogeneous participants are chosen for the study. Therefore, I was diligent in the 

purposive sampling for the research, taking great care in selecting PreK-12 principals 

who experienced on-the-job stress. 

The administration of the Political Skill Inventory was the second source of data 

collection for the study. The inventory followed the interview because it was important 

that the participants felt at ease while participating in phenomenological research 

(Moustakas, 1994). I surmised the participants would feel more at ease following the 

interview; therefore, the inventory came second in the data collection process.  

Data Analysis 

In phenomenology, data analysis is an ongoing process that begins the moment 

the data collection commences (Moustakas, 1994). Specifically, following each interview, 

I started the analysis process by organizing the data and coding it through field notes and 

by using a reflective journal and memoing. Yüksel and Yıldırım (2015) described the 

procedures for phenomenological design to include preparing the data for analysis, 

coding the data, and discovering the essence of the phenomenon. I continually analyzed 
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the data because the analysis informed future data collection. Therefore, I used 

MAXQDA (MAXQDA.com) to store and organize the data at the conclusion of each 

interview. I also used the analyzed data to inform pending interview questions. To 

enhance data obtained from the interviews, I scored the Political Skill Inventory 

following each session with each participant. The purpose of scoring of the inventory 

immediately was to identify each participant as having low interpersonal political skill, 

average interpersonal political skill, or high interpersonal political skill, and to connect it 

to the data collected during the interview.  

Ethical Considerations 

Due to my school leadership experience and bias, I set aside prior feelings about 

this topic throughout the study. Tufford and Newman (2012) asserted the importance of 

bracketing in qualitative research to understand the participants’ lived experiences 

without the interference of thoughts. Moustakas (1994) used the term epoch, a Greek 

word for abstaining, to describe this practice. The author described the epoch as a place 

that is “free of prejudgments, biases, and preconceived ideas” (p. 85). Further, Moustakas 

describes the epoch or bracket as a place that gives us a phenomenon to be “gazed upon, 

to be known naively and freshly through a purified consciousness” (p. 85). Setting aside 

my biases and experiences enabled me to focus on the participants and how they 

experienced the phenomenon. Ultimately, setting aside my biases afforded me the 

opportunity to conduct the study without the interference of my ideas and thoughts; 

thereby, gazing upon the participants’ stories and words with unfettered enlightenment of 

their lived experience.  
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Delimitations, Limitations, and Personal Biases  

Delimitations 

Delimitations come from the scope of the study itself (Simon & Goes, 2013); 

hence, a delimitation of this research included the sample of principals chosen to 

participate. Purposive sampling screened possible participants and was dependent on self-

reports of experiencing on-the-job stress. Additionally, while depending on colleagues for 

coping with workplace stress, or choosing not to rely on colleagues, was part of the 

research plan, I did not screen for participants who self-identified as persons who 

depended on colleagues for support or not. Instead, I sought to understand that choice 

more fully through the data collection phase of the research. The rationale for this 

decision in the research was that those who do not depend on colleagues for support 

would add to the data just as those who rely on colleagues for support.  

Limitations 

Limitations are factors outside the researcher’s control (Simon & Goes, 2013). 

Results from phenomenological research are not generalizable beyond the settings, 

people, or samples of the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Therefore, while the results 

of this study may be informative and interesting, they are not generalizable to other 

school or industry settings. 

Personal Biases 

  My personal experience and professional career involved leading two different 

schools over 22 years. During this time, I experienced on-the-job stress and observed 

colleagues experiencing it, as well. Additionally, I depended on colleagues for support in 

coping with on-the-job stress, and colleagues came to me for support. I also observed 
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principals who did not rely on colleagues for support, and there were times when I was 

not completely transparent with colleagues when seeking support from them. Therefore, 

during those times, communication was more superficial than real. My experience as a 

school principal in dealing with and observing on-the-job stress, and relying on 

colleagues for support, all had the potential of contributing to bias.  

 While research suggests that principals should rely on each other for support in 

coping with on-the-job stress, I had varying experiences with it, which causes one to 

believe it is not always as successful as researchers in the field hope it might be. Due to 

this bias, I engaged in the best scholarly practice to set aside partiality throughout the 

study, so it did not influence the process in ways detrimental to the outcome. The stories 

that participants shared served as a building block of data and subsequent analysis rather 

than my predisposition about coping with workplace stress using interpersonal political 

skill.  

Reflections of the Scholar-Practitioner 

In the beginning stages of identifying a practical, real-world problem for my 

dissertation in practice, workplace stress experienced by school leaders was a topic that 

continually worried me. In researching the issue, I was mildly surprised to learn that 

some scholars identified the job of school principal as one of the most stressful in our 

country today. Nevertheless, there were times in my career this held true for my 

colleagues and I. The workplace stress research that I uncovered connected well with 

what I experienced for myself and witnessed first-hand with many of my colleagues. For 

a multitude of reasons, I observed many principals who lacked the skills to cope with on-

the-job stress in ways that left them strong and ready to do the job with fortitude. At 
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times, I saw a group of unhealthy, not well cared for individuals who lacked the skills 

necessary to rise above the stress and deal with it in healthy ways. 

While reflecting upon discussions of love-driven leadership and heroic leadership, 

Lowney (2003) posited the success of the Jesuits was attributed in part to the practice of 

the daily examen, the long training period for recruits, the sabbaticals Jesuits take to reset 

themselves and prepare for their day-to-day roles, and the mentoring that occurred within 

the order. While these practices work for the Jesuits, I wondered why so many principals 

were hurting and having a hard time functioning in their roles. After all, many of the 

principals practiced stress-relieving best practices to include prayer and meditation, 

exercise, family support, and social support.  

As I continued to dig deeper into the research about on-the-job stress for 

principals, I found there was only a small number of research studies that specifically 

looked at programs and practices that helped principals deal with the fast-paced, 

increasingly higher demands of the job. I became bothered by the fact that research 

showed principals experience high levels of on-the-job stress, but researchers offered 

only insignificant, superficial ways to help them. I reflected on my own experience in 

coping with on-the-job stress and realized I became better at dealing with it as I became 

more experienced. Moreover, I noticed some principals who were unable to communicate 

to me transparently about on-the-job stress they experienced. With so much at stake and 

under so much pressure, I wondered about the barriers precluding colleagues from 

relying on each other for help and support in sincere, transparent ways. 

At about the same time, an instructor suggested I look at the literature about 

interpersonal political skill. While researching interpersonal political skill, I grew to 



SCHOOL LEADERS COPING WITH STRESS     

         
15  

appreciate that those who practice the four facets of interpersonal political skill are better 

able to deal with on-the-job stress. Yet, as a leader, I never formally learned about 

interpersonal political skill or how to apply it in my role. I learned that interpersonal 

political skill is dispositional or inherited, and it can be learned (Ferris et al., 2005). 

Consequently, I began to wonder if interpersonal political skill, while incredible and 

worthy for leaders to practice, gets in the way of relying on colleagues for authentic peer 

support. After all, even the most politically skilled individuals who deal with stress most 

effectively might be strengthened through authentic peer support.  

I hoped this research would shed light on the phenomenon studied so I might 

provide practitioners with concrete ideas about the lived experience of on-the-job stress 

for PreK-12 principals. Additionally, how they cope with it through authentic peer 

support and how interpersonal political skill affects the ability to achieve transparency in 

seeking support. While my findings will not transfer to other settings, the data might 

suggest needed future research seeking ways to support principals in their never-ending, 

increasingly stress-filled roles of leading schools.       

Summary 

This chapter provided an understanding of the need to study on-the-job stress for 

PreK-12 principals because of how it may affect not only the school leader, but also the 

teachers, students, and community. A foundation of on-the-job stress for PreK-12 

principals who choose to seek support or decide to avoid seeking support from colleagues 

in coping with workplace stress, which may be influenced by interpersonal political skill, 

was presented. Chapter One included the statement of the problem, followed by the 

purpose statement and research question that guided the choice and development of 
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qualitative phenomenology as the choice for this dissertation in practice (DIP). The 

chapter ended with a brief overview of the methodology used for the DIP study. Chapter 

Two provides the literature review synthesizing existing conceptual and empirical 

findings and integrating information from multiple sources about on-the-job stress, 

coping with stress, and interpersonal political skill, specifically related to the identified 

phenomenon for the current research.   
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

While Chapter One provided the foundational elements of the dissertation in 

practice, Chapter Two offers scholarly research to support the purpose statement and 

research question. Along with providing evidence for the need of studying on-the-job 

stress for PreK-12 leaders and how interpersonal political skill may act as a coping 

mechanism, the chapter begins with an explanation about the changing role of school 

leaders highlighting this as the foundation for Chapter Two. Next, workplace stress for 

PreK-12 principals is overviewed along with causes of on-the-job stress unique to the 

profession and the consequences of workplace stress for principals. The next section 

illustrates ways principals cope with on-the-job stress through job re-definement, 

enhanced training and professional growth, and social or peer support. A brief section 

about authentic peer support and then barriers to authentic peer support follows. Finally, 

interpersonal political skill is overviewed to include the four facets of interpersonal 

political skill, the need for leaders to practice the concept, and the relationship of 

interpersonal political skill with on-the-job stress. Chapter Two concludes with a 

summary of the literature review.  

The Changing Role of PreK-12 Principals 

Similar to leaders in other professions, PreK-12 principals face rapid changes and 

increasing demands in their roles. Moreover, many researchers contend the role of the 

school principal has become increasingly challenging from one year to the next. Poirel 

and Yvon (2014) and Kafele (2019) asserted that the role of the school principal is one of 

the toughest jobs in America and emphasized the need to learn more about the sources of 

workplace stress and explore ways of coping with that stress. Twenty years earlier, 



SCHOOL LEADERS COPING WITH STRESS     

         
18  

Whitaker (1994) denoted the rapid changes in the principalship. Because of how much 

was expected of principals, something needed to be figured out regarding their role. 

Whitaker (1996) then espoused the need for districts to recognize the challenging and 

difficult function of principals. More recently, Crawford (2007) and Hawk and Martin 

(2011) cited rising levels of on-the-job stress for school leaders and recommended the 

need for support structures to address the increasing levels of stress for principals. More 

recently, Hancock et al. (2019), Kafele (2019), and Tikkanen et al. (2017) reported high 

levels of stress and tension associated with the role of a school principal. Support for 

principals dealing with on-the-job stress has been widely discussed for many years, 

leaving one to wonder what has been done for practitioners on the front lines of school 

leadership. Before ways of coping with on-the-job stress for principals is presented, 

causes and consequences of workplace stress for principals is highlighted. 

On-the-Job Stress for PreK-12 Principals 

Tikkanen et al. (2017) found the majority of principals experience increased stress 

in the workplace. Boyland (2011) posited most principals reported moderate to high 

levels of pressure, with 38.5% experiencing high stress, 53.6% experiencing moderate 

stress, and 7.8% experiencing low stress. Principals with five or more years of experience 

were asked if less stress was experienced on the job at that time than in previous years. 

The principals described having experienced more stress at the time of the study than in 

previous years. Klocko and Wells (2015) conducted studies three years apart to determine 

if stress levels were increasing for school leaders. From 2009 to 2012, the authors 

confirmed stressors for principals had indeed increased significantly. Osborne (2017) 

found principals experienced demands on the job that were one and a half times higher 
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than the population of the time. Concurrently, Darmody and Smyth (2016) conveyed a 

significant proportion of principals feeling stressed on-the-job, going as far as to report, 

“evidence indicates that school principals juggle multiple responsibilities and work under 

increasingly stressful conditions” (p. 124) leading to stress levels which may cause 

burnout.   

As noted by Trenberth and Dewe (2004), although commonalities exist, an 

agreed-upon definition for stress has been more difficult. The current research study 

relied upon definitions provided by two authors, Buhler (1993) and Lyles (2005). 

According to Buhler, stress referred to the body’s response to aggravations in the 

environment. Lyles further added that stress relates to the mental and physical wear and 

tear people experience in their lives.  

Causes of On-the-Job Stress for PreK-12 Principals 

  Due to increasing demands on PreK-12 principals and rising levels of stress, the 

origins of on-the-job stress for principals are crucial to explore to better understand from 

where the outcomes of stress manifest. Causes of on-the-job stress are plentiful with role 

overload and role conflict often cited (Bausaert et al., 2016; Darmody, & Smith, 2016; 

Hancock et al., 2019). Researchers have also identified the following factors as causes of 

workplace stress for school leaders: lack of social support (Bausaert et al., 2016; Bauer et 

al., 2019; Hancock et al., 2019); weak teacher performance (Boyland, 2011; Klocko & 

Wells, 2015); inadequate performance or criticism from staff (Klocko & Wells, 2015; 

Poirel & Yvon, 2014); lack of resources (Hancock et al., 2019; Klocko & Wells, 2015; 

Wells & Klocko, 2015); accountability from federal and state measures (Kafele, 2019; 

Mitani, 2018; Wells, 2016); and student problems, parent pressure, and, or pressure from 
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various community members (Hancock et al., 2019; Kafele, 2019; Klocko & Wells, 

2015). 

Consequences of On-the-Job Stress for PreK-12 Principals 

 With empirical evidence citing the changing role of principals and the wide range 

of causes for on-the-job stress, a review of how stress affects school leaders, and others is 

paramount. Experiencing workplace stress for PreK-12 principals may cause burnout 

(Tikkanen, 2017; Tomic & Tomic, 2008), cascading stress (Hancock et al., 2019), lower 

levels of job satisfaction (Darmody & Smyth, 2016), and physical and emotional ailments 

(Sorenson, 2007). At the same time, it is essential to recognize when principals 

experience workplace stress, teachers, students, and the overall school community are 

also affected (Kaufman, 2019; Mitani, 2018; Poirel & Yvon, 2014).  

Possible Burnout for Principal 

Stress experienced by many principals can be chronic and prolonged. School 

leaders who experience chronic or persistent stress over time have a higher probability of 

suffering from burnout (Tikkanen, 2017). As identified by Maslach and Jackson (1981), 

burnout may include emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and lack of personal 

accomplishment. Tikkanen (2017) further identified three symptoms of burnout in 

principals to include exhaustion, cynicism, and professional inadequacy. Similar to stress, 

burnout can cause problems not only for the school leader but also affect the success of 

the school.  

Bausaert et al. (2016) reminded practitioners that burnout is a well-known 

problem in education, which comes with tremendous consequences, including reduced 

performance, reduced creativity, and increased dropout and absenteeism. Sharma and 
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Pearsall’s (2016) work concluded with the notion of the importance for organizations to 

reduce the presence of chronic stressful situations to promote overall organizational 

health. Ozer (2013) and Wells and Klocko (2018) asserted those who work in people-

oriented jobs of leadership experience burnout at higher rates. Furthermore, the author 

conjectured that principals experienced burnout because of the need for interpersonal 

relationships, technical skills, and social skill training. Each of the needs identified by 

Ozer also affects those whom they lead. Sharma and Pearsall (2016) found a connection 

between the impact of acute or chronic stressors on the leaders and their ability to support 

those they lead. In the first study to examine existential fulfillment and burnout with 

school leaders, Tomic and Tomic (2008) indicated that the principal’s sense of existential 

satisfaction, or the ability to do their job, is related to burnout level.  

Effects of On-the-Job Stress on Principals, Teachers, Students, and Community 

 Westman and Etzion (1999) claimed to be the first to study the implications of 

principals experiencing workplace stress and the consequence for teachers. In surveying 

83 principals and 340 teachers, they found there was indeed a link between leader stress 

and teacher well-being. Gooty et al. (2010) conducted an empirical research review 

studying positive leader effects on followers and concluded a leader's negative mood 

could be detrimental to followers and affect the job they do at work. Lambersky (2016) 

specifically aspired to understand the effects that principals' emotions had on teacher 

emotions and other attributes. Lambersky concluded that on-the-job stress of principals 

shaped the feelings of teachers influencing teacher morale, burnout, stress, commitment, 

self-efficacy, and collective efficacy. This study verified school leadership as a social 

enterprise that can improve teachers or degrade them as the result of a leader’s actions 
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and emotions. Furthermore, Poirel and Yvon (2014) postulated that principals who 

handled their emotions negatively during stressful situations also affected the overall 

health of the school. Finally, Tikkanen et al. (2017) also determined the well-being of the 

principal is related to student performance and school development. 

Synopsis of On-the-Job Stress for PreK-12 Principals 

 Prior research clearly shows PreK-12 principals experience workplace stress at an 

increasing rate. Lack of social support, weak teacher performance, inadequate 

performance or criticism from staff, lack of resources, accountability from federal and 

state measures, student problems, parent pressure, and pressure from various community 

members are prevalent causes of stress for principals. The most frequently mentioned in 

the literature is role ambiguity and role overload (Bausaert et al., 2016; Darmody, & 

Smith, 2016; Hancock et al., 2019; Wells & Klocko, 2015). PreK-12 principals 

experiencing workplace stress may suffer from burnout (Tikkanen, 2017; Tomic & 

Tomic, 2008), cascading stress (Hancock et al., 2019), lower levels of job satisfaction 

(Darmody & Smyth, 2016), and physical and emotional ailments (Sorenson, 2007). If 

principals experience on-the-job stress, teachers, students, and other community members 

may also suffer as a result.   

Coping with On-the-Job Stress 

Leaders Coping with On-the-Job Stress 

 Leaders everywhere and in many situations, experience workplace stress affecting 

their ability to do their job successfully. However, many leaders are left not knowing how 

to cope with job stressors. Before understanding how PreK-12 principals cope with 

workplace stress, it is crucial to comprehend coping in general. Coping is a person’s 
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attempt to minimize the negative emotions that arise from experiencing adverse events 

(Lowe & Bennett, 2003). However, using emotions to counteract stressful situations saw 

a growing divide between that and the role of functional behavior to counteract stress 

(Austenfeld & Stanton, 2004). Thus, Austenfeld and Stanton acknowledged various 

coping processes that may be useful in determining best practices for leaders. Austenfeld 

and Stanton recommended practices such as approach-oriented coping, problem-focused 

coping, and seeking social support. The findings of Austenfeld and Stanton suggested 

that emotional processing and expression are most useful when used in an emotionally 

receptive social context, the stressful encounter involves interpersonal content, and it is 

perceived as relatively uncontrollable. The authors also found that emotional expression 

is essential to the social process and serves to convey information, evoke complementary 

responses, and modify behavior.  

Jamieson (2018) challenged practitioners to think of stress differently. Rather than 

considering workplace stress as bad, the author recommended thinking of it as something 

that can be harnessed to optimize or make the best of a stressful situation. Conversely, 

Roche et al. (2014) provided empirical support showing the value of mindfulness and the 

effect of psychological capital on combatting workplace stress. In other words, coping 

with workplace stress is one’s defense mechanism using psychological resources that go 

toward promoting one’s positive outlook.     

PreK-12 Principals Coping with On-the-Job Stress 

When coping with workplace stress, Pre-K-12 principals use similar mechanisms 

previously described. For example, Sorenson (2007) explained the importance of 

understanding which stressors can be avoided and which ones cannot. In this way, one is 
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better able to cope with workplace stress overall when one understands what can be 

controlled in the environment. When initiating a plan of stress reduction, Sorenson 

recommended implementing a stress reduction program along with stress reduction 

techniques. Those techniques include awareness of the stress and its cause, analysis of 

stress symptoms and behaviors, and action to implement methods and techniques to 

mitigate the stress. Other researchers have recommended coping mechanisms as a 

culmination of their work studying workplace stress for school leaders. The three most 

discussed coping mechanisms include job re-definement (Darmody & Smyth, 2016; 

Mitani, 2018) enhanced training and professional growth (Hancock et al., 2019; Wells & 

Klocko, 2018) and social or peer support (Bausaert et al., 2016; Bauer et al., 2019). 

It is also essential to explore the work of Kaufman (2019) when investigating 

coping strategies for school leaders. Kaufman wanted to understand workplace stress for 

principals and how it affected decision making. In doing so, two surveys were sent to the 

same group of principals at different times. One of the surveys gathered information 

about stress levels and the second covered coping with stress. Kaufman expected to 

report an average level of stress from principals but instead found stress levels that were 

not elevated. The results of the study showed the appearance that the present sample of 

participants coped successfully with on-the-job stress. Kaufman raised a concern that the 

principals offered a plethora of coping mechanisms used during one month, yet reported 

lower levels of stress than would be associated with such specific ways to cope. The high 

number of coping strategies suggested the principals experienced high levels of stress but 

have found ways to cope. 
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Furthermore, Kaufman believed the principals who chose to participate were 

those who found ways to cope better with workplace stress, hence affecting the outcome. 

Finally, Kaufman implored the need for future research to understand how principals 

learned to cope with on-the-job stress so those skills can be shared with other school 

leaders. Three possible coping mechanisms are offered next.      

Job Re-Definement  

Job re-definement is a change in a school leader’s specified role of what it means 

to perform their duties and may serve as a way to help PreK-12 leaders cope with 

workplace stress. Some researchers suggest the need to redefine the job of the principal to 

lower on-the-job stress. Rather than decreasing the duties, Ozer (2013) endorsed more 

leadership competencies for the role of the school leader. Bausaert et al. (2016) also 

advocated rewriting the job responsibilities by adding a team that shares the leadership of 

the school, whereas Mitani (2018) asserted the need to assign additional support staff, 

which they contended may lead to lower stress levels for principals. Darmody and Smyth 

(2016) offered the same recommendation, disbursing the responsibilities for matters of 

school finance and maintenance to other employees. This type of approach encourages 

frequent interactions, task delegation, and collaboration (Bauer et al., 2019). While 

Bausaert et al., Mitani, and Darmody and Smyth encouraged the implementation of some 

type of distributed leadership, Wells and Klocko (2015) revealed that shared leadership 

might not decrease the stress levels of principals.  

Enhancement of Training and Professional Growth  

Training and professional growth have long been the method for school 

improvement. Some researchers also point to enhanced training and professional growth 



SCHOOL LEADERS COPING WITH STRESS     

         
26  

as a means of reducing stress levels for PreK-12 principals to cope with workplace stress. 

For example, Lambersky (2016) identified the need early on in principal training 

programs to include more fully prepared future leaders for the demanding job of the 

school leader. Lambersky specifically noted the need for better preparation programs and 

the need for emotionally savvy principals. Poirel and Yvon (2014) concurred by 

advocating for emotional competence training to be considered as important as technical 

and academic training. Crawford (2007) offered other recommendations to include 

problem-solving skills, communication workshops, time management, mentoring 

support, improved evaluation process, and opportunities to observe one another. Lastly, 

Mitani (2018) promoted offering mentoring programs or leadership training programs, 

which Hancock et al. (2019) concurred with and included stress management as a focus 

area for training recommendations. Wells and Klocko (2018) promoted mindfulness 

training, which might lead to resiliency for school leaders. Thus, there is a broad 

consensus that better training and mentoring programs could assist in reducing principals’ 

stress levels. School leaders must find ways to manage the workplace stress they face 

every day (Hancock et al., 2019; Darmody & Smyth, 2016; Klocko & Wells, 2015). 

Therefore, identifying the correct program or training may be the key to a successful 

outcome.   

Peer Support 

The principalship can be an isolating profession which may add to stress levels 

for school leaders. Bauer et al. (2019) define this type of isolation as pertaining to 

feelings of loneliness, more specifically at the workplace, as feeling alone at work. 

Specific to the role of the principalship, school leaders work in and are more apt to make 
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decisions in isolation, which leaves them feeling disconnected and lonely. Although 

Bauer contended research on principal isolation is sparse, isolation appears in the  

on-the-job stress literature in the form of role overload, role conflict, and role ambiguity.   

Social support is a coping mechanism that has consistently been shown to reduce 

the impact of negative job experiences (Stephenson & Bauer, 2010). Social support may 

come in the form of encouragement from family members, friends, or colleagues in the 

work setting. For their study, Stephenson and Bauer defined social support as the 

opportunities first-year principals have for guidance and support from other professionals 

in the work environment. Social support can be the opportunities districts have in place to 

promote feelings of connectedness (Bauer et al., 2019). Bausaert et al. (2016) referred to 

it as support from principal to principal, which may reduce stress levels for principals. 

For the current study, social or peer support meant support between and among principals 

to relieve stress on the job.  

Bausaert et al. (2016) sought to understand if changes in social support from 

colleagues and others affected on-the-job stress and burnout. They found social support 

predicted decreased stress for principals and, hence, burnout. However, differences were 

found in the type of social support. Social support from colleagues lowered stress levels, 

whereas social support from the community tended to raise burnout levels in school 

principals. The authors explained this as a tendency toward shared empathy with 

community members. When the community struggled, so did the principal.   

Bauer et al. (2019) explored the possibility that social support might decrease the 

feelings of isolation for first-year principals. They found first-year principals in their 

study reported high levels of social support and low levels of isolation. This is important, 
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as noted at the beginning of this section, isolation appears in the workplace stress 

literature in the form of role overload, role conflict, and role ambiguity. All three 

attributes listed contribute to experiences of on-the-job stress. Therefore, Bauer 

recommended principals build social support networks that might mitigate the feelings of 

role overload and provide direction to diminish feelings of role ambiguity. By having 

connectedness to others who can give advice, Bauer believes principals’ stress levels may 

be lowered.   

Hancock et al. (2019) studied stress for PreK-12 principals in both the United 

States and Germany. The authors produced recommendations to practitioners for coping 

with on-the-job stress. Hancock et al. recommended a mentor principal whom they might 

learn from and share stressful situations and ideas, someone for whom the principal could 

rely on for individual support. Hancock et al. also recommended the implementation of 

professional learning communities or small groups of principals who regularly meet to 

share ideas, learn about best practices, and to support one another.    

Wolgast and Fischer (2017) explored teachers’ on-the-job stress and how they 

were able to find relief from workplace stress through support from their colleagues. 

Wolgast and Fischer found collegial support for teachers from colleagues helped lower 

stress. The authors emphasized the need for an educational concept the teachers shared, 

which promoted high degrees of collegiality among teachers. Wolgast and Fischer further 

recommended interventions that encouraged teachers to cooperate on a common goal and 

given the time to do so. The cooperation should occur more than one time every three 

months and should be scheduled.   
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Prior research has pointed to the need for social support systems to alleviate on-

the-job stress for principals; however, successful ideas for building these networks or 

social support systems have not yet been explored. Stephenson and Bauer (2010) 

recognized the possible barrier to getting this done for principals. The authors 

acknowledged the difficulty in first getting it done for teachers who work in the same 

building, achieving this seemingly insurmountable idea for principals is even more 

challenging given the distance between the buildings in which they serve. 

Synopsis of Coping with On-the-Job Stress 

Many examples of programs or practices which may help alleviate on-the-job 

stress for PreK-12 principals were presented. The three most widely recommended in the 

literature included job re-definement, enhancement of training and professional growth, 

and social or peer support. Boyland (2011) studied the 20 most common stress 

management strategies self-reported by principals. The strategies included only one of the 

three most widely recommended methods by researchers. The one commonly identified 

was to network with others and build supportive systems. Social or peer support is the 

one area both researchers and principals, as practitioners, agreed upon in terms of 

possible successful coping mechanisms for workplace stress. Given this lone connection, 

one might ask if social or peer support happens consistently in schools today and why the 

literature is lacking in empirical studies about this topic.  

Authentic Peer Support 

Authentic peer support is presenting one’s true self to a colleague in seeking 

encouragement and help from them or the ability to offer real support to a colleague. This 

definition is a compilation of descriptions about each of the words in the phrase. Hicks et 
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al. (2019) presented authenticity as a problematic term to define given its multiple uses 

and applications. Vess (2019) contended one feels authentic when behavior is in 

alignment with the true self. Furthermore, Vess asserted feelings of detachment from 

what is going on around oneself is related to being disconnected from one’s true self. 

Ryan and Ryan (2019) reasoned people feel more authentic when they reside in an 

environment of autonomy, and in one that is supportive. Both of which are related to 

well-being and satisfaction within relationships. Therefore, authentic, regarding peer 

support, means being real with a colleague or peer with whom one seeks or gives support. 

However, I found no research which discussed authentic peer support regarding PreK-12 

education.           

Most scholarly research about peer support in an educational setting focuses on 

teachers or first-year principals as the participants of the studies. One might conclude the 

research is sparse about peer support and school leaders. However, there are several 

studies that provide direction for the understanding of peer support and its benefits, most 

notably in mentoring and coaching. Ng and Szeto (2016) recommended formal and 

informal mentors for new school leaders. Simon et al. (2018) identified that “peer 

support, collaboration, and collegial professional learning contributed towards self-

development, strengthening the required personal qualities, social and interpersonal skills 

of contemporary school leaders” (p. 76).   

Simon et al. (2019) studied the effects of the implementation of a coaching 

program for first-year principals in Australia. Simon et al. paired first-year principals 

with selected, experienced mentors, which resulted in lasting relationships, feelings of 

empowerment, and the acceleration of feelings of control in leadership situations. During 
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the discussions, current principals identified the importance of school leaders developing 

a leadership style and behavior, which will eventually contribute to their ability to 

support their peers. Finally, Simon et al. identified the importance for principals of all 

tenures to engage in activities that are collaborative, peer-supported, and reflective. 

Barriers to Authentic Peer Support 

 Barriers exist which can stand in between the authentic peer support of two 

individuals in a professional context. According to Rahman (2019), teachers experienced 

barriers to peer support such as time constraints, power relationships between colleagues, 

and a school culture which failed to promote collegiality and collaboration. In a study of 

authentic peer support work in a clinical setting, Rebeiro Gruhl et al. (2016) reported 

various challenges which included acceptance of peer support between officially 

designated workers and the clinicians for whom they are supposed to provide 

encouragement. While these studies do not speak directly about peer support, they do 

provide some understanding of the challenges of achieving authentic peer support in a 

professional setting.  

In a qualitative study of school principals, Crawford (2007) cited the importance 

of the school leader and the need to understand the interconnectedness between emotions 

and the critical affective relationships in the school. Several ideas emerged from 

interviewing the participants for the study that shed light on barriers to authentic peer 

support. One principal said she was not very good at sharing emotion in most situations. 

The participant explained the need to keep a somewhat staged smile on her face most of 

the time. In another instance, a participant noted the importance of keeping things to 

oneself. Still, another admitted the importance of not letting emotions slip, explaining it 
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may cloud the relationship with the other person. The study may point to the inability of 

school principals to engage in authentic peer support with a colleague. In another 

example, Simon et al. (2018) interviewed postgraduate education students who were 

engaged in an established peer support program as they prepared for school leadership 

roles. One participant reported some people were more gracious than truthful in 

providing peer feedback to one another. Simon et al. speculated this could mean the 

reluctance and discomfort by some peers in giving serious, honest feedback.  

Other researchers also identified potential barriers between colleagues in peer 

support relationships. Rebeiro Gruhl et al. (2016) detailed participants who worried about 

boundaries in peer support relationships. They worried not only about how much to be 

available for their peer, but also how much to share. Rahman (2019) identified teacher 

participants who worried about peer support that deteriorated relationships which 

flourished at one time. Additionally, the participants reported, engaging in peer support 

with one colleague sometimes damaged relationships with other colleagues. Both 

examples add to the literature showing potential barriers to authentic peer support.   

Little research currently exists on the potential barriers to school leaders who seek 

or provide authentic peer support. However, the examples mentioned previously, do shed 

some light on potential barriers to PreK-12 principals’ ability to seek or give authentic 

peer support. In addition to the barriers to authentic peer support previously identified, 

time constraints, competing resources, and interpersonal political skill are explored in the 

following sections.  
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Time Constraints 

The literature on workplace stress currently identifies time as a lost commodity 

which may act as a barrier for principals in seeking or giving social support to colleagues. 

As defined by Hancock et al. (2019), role overload, which represents too much demand 

on the job, is one of the significant causes of stress for school leaders. Hancock et al. 

described role overload to include excessive tasks associated with the job, the depth and 

span of the administrative responsibilities, the need to provide for such a wide variance of 

stakeholders, and accountabilities from supervisors and state and national mandates.   

With increased demands, school principals are left with little time to solve issues and 

meet daily stresses (Wells & Klocko, 2015).  

Given the limitations of time, principals may feel they just do not have the time to 

involve someone else in stressful situations. For example, Wells and Klocko (2015) 

found insufficient time to get the job done and loss of personal time as significant causes 

of workplace stress for PreK-12 leaders. Additionally, Wells and Klocko noted the 

amount of interruptions principals experience regularly adds to the time taken away to 

accomplish required tasks. Grissom et al. (2015) expounded that due to the large job 

responsibilities settled upon school leaders, time is a resource that is scarcely available to 

them. Furthermore, because of increasing demands on the job, Grissom et al. asserted 

principals must make prudent decisions about how best to spend their time. Choosing 

how to spend limited time, leaves principals left with decisions about observing students’ 

learning or setting time aside to work with a colleague to offer or receive support.  
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Competing Resources 

 Scarcity or lack of resources is commonly mentioned in the literature as one of the 

causes of on-the-job stress for PreK-12 leaders (Hancock et al., 2019; Klocko & Wells, 

2015; Wells & Klocko, 2015). Hancock et al. (2019) reported along with the increasingly 

demanding role of being a school leader comes insufficient resources to get the job done. 

For example, Hancock et al. described principals who experience role overload with 

increased demands on the job to include more autonomy, yet lacking the resources to do 

the job properly. For final emphasis, Hancock et al. signified that while the job load is 

increasing, the resources to perform the duties of the mounting load are decreasing.  

Competing resources may act as a barrier to principals seeking authentic peer 

support because their colleagues may be competing for the same resources to include 

time, money, and other material resources from the district office and clients in terms of 

students and families. Competing resources creates a tenuous relationship with colleagues 

with whom leaders are supposed to engage to support one another.  

While time constraints and competing resources may act as barriers to authentic 

peer support, there are possible solutions to consider. One possible solution practitioners 

may contemplate is the level of interpersonal political skill for principals who seek 

authentic peer support for coping with workplace stress. Summers et al. (2020) asserted 

interpersonal political skill may serve to assist leaders in their reactions of workplace 

stress and preclude them from suffering the consequences. Additionally, Kim et al. 

(2018) cited political skill as negatively related to work stressors, interpersonal conflict, 

role conflict, role ambiguity, and burnout. Lastly, interpersonal political skill can be 
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learned and individuals can improve their level of interpersonal political skill (Brouer et 

al., 2015; Kim et al., 2019).    

Interpersonal Political Skill  

 Behaving with interpersonal political skill may serve as a barrier or a solution to 

principals who seek authentic peer support for coping with on-the-job stress. Ferris, 

Davidson, and Perrewé (2005) defined interpersonal political skill as the ability to 

understand people in the workplace and using that information to influence others to 

achieve personal and organizational goals. Leaders utilize four different facets while 

acting with interpersonal political skill. Those facets include social astuteness, 

interpersonal influence, networking ability, and apparent sincerity. It is worth exploring 

the construct of interpersonal political skill to better understand if it might be considered 

a barrier to authentic peer support or a solution to colleagues seeking ways to 

authentically interact and support one another.  

Interpersonal Political Skill 

 Interpersonal political skill has been studied for many years. This review is 

merely a summary of the history of interpersonal political skill research. In the early 

1980s, interpersonal political skill research was conducted by such researchers as Jeffrey 

Pfeffer and Henry Mintzberg. However, for the current study, I relied on the original and 

subsequent work about interpersonal political skill by Ferris, Davidson, and Perrewé 

(2005) and others. For some people, political skill denotes a damaging ability to 

manipulate, cheat, and succeed at the expense of others and is identified as organizational 

politics (Ferris & Kacmar, 1992; Gandz & Murray, 1980). The presence of these negative 

connotations was not the intention of this dissertation in practice work, nor was it the 
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intention of Ferris, Davidson, and Perrewé. Consequently, for this study, the word 

interpersonal was added to the words political skill to decrease the likelihood of 

confusion between organizational politics and political skill.      

Interpersonal political skill is innate or learned, meaning a person is born with it 

or they can learn it through experience and direct training (Ferris et al., 2020). The use of 

interpersonal political skill enables a person to understand others in the workplace and to 

use the knowledge of others to influence people to act in certain ways (Ferris, et al., 

2020). Therefore, interpersonal political skill involves using the knowledge of others to 

control their own behavior to meet individual and group goals (Lvina et al., 2017; 

Thompson et al., 2017;). Furthermore, it is the ability to know what to do, how to do it, 

and when to do it, based on the knowledge of people within the organization (Ferris et al., 

2002). Additionally, interpersonal political skill is the ability to modify a situation by 

influencing others to achieve a given goal (Ferris et al., 2007). While leaders can use 

political skill for ulterior motives, that is not the purpose of this behavioral description of 

interpersonal political skill. Ferris, Davidson, and Perrewé (2005) pointed out that leaders 

who possess this type of interpersonal political skill are not easily identified as such 

because proficient execution of interpersonal political skill is “perceived as genuine, 

authentic, straightforward behavior” (p. 3) and is achieved without others noticing.  

Facets of Interpersonal Political Skill 

 Interpersonal political skill encompasses four critical aspects first described by 

Ferris, Davidson, and Perrewé (2005). The elements include social astuteness, 

interpersonal influence, networking ability, and apparent sincerity. It is critical to 

understand each of the facets of interpersonal political skill individually to understand the 
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general benefits of interpersonal political skill, the benefits leaders accrue when utilizing 

the skill, and their relationship to on-the-job stress. See Appendix D for a table with 

definitions of the facets.   

Social Astuteness  

 Munyon et al. (2015) defined socially astute individuals as those whose skills 

enable them to observe and to be acutely aware of diverse social situations. They 

understand their social behavior and others through various social settings. They are 

highly self-aware and self-reflective. These individuals are also frequently described as 

those who are well adept at dealing with other people. 

Interpersonal Influence  

 Kimura (2014) described individuals with interpersonal influence as those who 

have a style that exudes one of strength yet projecting subtlety, at the same time, 

convincing, which goes a long way in influencing others. They are highly flexible with an 

innate ability to change others' behavior dependent upon the situation while trying to 

influence others to act in specific ways. Kimura contended that leaders adjust their 

behaviors to elicit particular responses from those they intend to influence. Maher et al. 

(2018) added, individuals exhibiting interpersonal influence sway attitudes and behaviors 

of others while using influence strategies appropriate to given situations.  

Networking Ability  

 Ferris et al. (2007) portrayed individuals with networking abilities as those who 

develop and utilize various groups of people for personal and organizational success. 

They build coalitions and alliances while building strong friendships. These individuals 

are successful at conflict management, are good negotiators, are high in social capital, 
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and are typically highly respected and trusted in their networks. The presence of these 

traits results in the ability to access favors when needed, or grant them if that is required 

in any given situation.  

Apparent Sincerity 

 Ferris, Davidson, and Perrewé (2005) depicted individuals with apparent sincerity 

as those displaying unwavering levels of integrity, authenticity, sincerity, and 

genuineness; while being honest, transparent, and straightforward. This skill speaks to the 

perceived intention of the behavior. If the motive is perceived as selfishly driven, there is 

no apparent sincerity; however, if the behavior is not perceived as selfishly driven, then 

success follows. Consequently, those high in apparent sincerity do not use manipulation 

or coercion to get what they need. When necessary, they can hide ulterior motives for the 

good of the organization; however, this does not promote hypocrisy among observers. 

Blend of the Facets of Interpersonal Political Skill  

Ferris et al. (2002) reminded practitioners those high in interpersonal political 

skill know what to do in different social situations and how to accomplish the task in a 

sincere, engaging manner that does not appear self-serving. Instead, the behavior evokes 

trust and honesty. Individuals are on a continuum from low to high in interpersonal 

political skill, which can be evaluated using the Political Skill Inventory (Ferris et al., 

2020). The purpose of assessing interpersonal political skill is to understand weaknesses 

within the facets and to utilize strengths as an advantage. Additionally, Brouer et al. 

(2015), Kim et al. (2019), and Lvina et al. (2017) postulated the facets of interpersonal 

political skill are dispositional and developed and shaped through formal and informal 

experiences. Winton and Pollock (2012) further highlighted that most interpersonal 
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political skill is attained through mistakes made in the field. Hence, wherever one lands 

on the continuum, some traits of interpersonal political skill may be improved upon with 

experience, practice, and training. 

Defining the Need for Politically Skilled Leaders 

 Now more than ever, leaders must come equipped to leadership positions with the 

skills to succeed. In the ever-changing landscape of organizations today, leaders must 

adapt to keep up with the influx of change and societal and organizational demands 

(Burke, 2018). Early studies identified the need for greater interpersonal political skill for 

leaders because of the social demands of jobs coupled with the constrained regulations 

put on organizations in highly visible environments (Ahearn et al. 2004; Douglas & 

Ammeter, 2005). Moss and Barbuto (2010) added the need for interpersonal political skill 

because of the move from hierarchical to team structures in organizations. Earlier work 

by Ferris et al. (2000) denoted a desire for well-developed social and interpersonal skills 

at all levels of organizations. 

 Over the past decade, much work validated or expanded the early work on the 

positive outcomes of those possessing interpersonal political skill. Some of those studies 

investigated topics such as impression management (Brouer et al., 2015), team building 

and shared leadership (Ning Xu & Treadway, 2019), and participation and decision 

making (Thompson et al., 2017). Through a meta-analytic investigation, Munyon et al. 

(2015) confirmed the positive relationship between interpersonal political skill and self-

efficacy, job satisfaction, organizational commitment, work productivity, organizational 

citizenship behavior, career success, and personal reputation.    
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School Leaders and Interpersonal Political Skill 

Interpersonal political skill is an essential attribute for leaders of today and is 

essential for principals in leading their communities. The way principals behave 

politically affects every aspect of school life (Winton & Pollock, 2012). Winton and 

Pollock specified the importance of the ability to persuade others, bargain and negotiate, 

build coalitions, understand their political terrain, and appropriate policy. Without 

knowledge and the ability to act politically, Winton and Pollock (2012) discovered many 

principals choose to leave the profession because they are unable to cope.  

Research suggests that interpersonal political skill positively assists leaders in 

successful outcomes in organizations (Brouer et al., 2015; Ning Xu & Treadway, 2019; 

Thompson et al., 2017). As previously mentioned, Munyon et al. (2015) found self-

efficacy, job satisfaction, organizational commitment, work productivity, organizational 

citizenship behavior, career success, and personal reputation were related positively to 

interpersonal political skill. Brouer (2014) cited social astuteness as one of the facets of 

interpersonal political skill that best predicted positive impression management. 

Thompson et al. (2017) found interpersonal political skill was positively related to 

participatory decision making, which, in turn, was positively associated with 

organizational commitment. Lvina et al. (2017) explored team dynamics and found 

positive effects of interpersonal political skill in a team setting. Due to their research 

findings, Kapoutsis et al. (2018) established influence tactic ambidexterity, both hard and 

soft influence, and interpersonal political skill as recommendations for human resource 

managers.       
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Relationship of Interpersonal Political Skill to On-the-Job Stress 

As stated at the beginning of this chapter, the role of the PreK-12 principal is 

more complex than ever before. Moreover, many researchers contend the role of the 

school principal has become increasingly challenging from one year to the next. Kafali 

(2019) asserted this is the toughest time to be an educator then at any other time in 

American history. Kafali accentuated that school leaders face similar if not more pressure 

than other leaders today. The research aligns with the work outlined in the previous 

section. The benefits cited could be even more critical for PreK-12 principals, given the 

level of on-the-job stress that school leaders regularly encounter. 

Early Studies of Interpersonal Political Skill and On-the-Job Stress 

In the early years of research conducted on interpersonal political skill, results 

showed those utilizing it experienced less workplace stress (Ferris, Davidson, and 

Perrewé, 2005). The results concerning less stress is important to the current research 

because interpersonal political skill may be a coping mechanism for PreK-12 principals 

as they deal with workplace stress. Perrewé et al. (2000) posited those who were high in 

interpersonal political skill could cope with chronic workplace stress better than those 

who were low in interpersonal political skill. The facets of interpersonal political skill 

offer the elements for leaders to thrive in stressful situations (Perrewé et al., 2000).    

Ferris et al. (2002) studied the nature of social effectiveness constructs to include 

interpersonal political skill, the construct validity of each, and their relationship to 

various organizational outcomes. Through an integrative assessment of the Political Skill 

construct, the authors found interpersonal political skill shows an inverse relationship 

with anxiety or strain.  
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In their quantitative investigation of the role of leader interpersonal political skill 

in team performance, Ahearn et al. (2004) surveyed team leaders and team members 

(n=100 and n=438 respectively). The participants were surveyed about team performance 

and leader interpersonal political skill among other criteria. While the results about team 

performance are not important to the current research, one of the findings in the research 

demonstrated interpersonal political skill may have potential health benefits for leaders in 

high-stress positions.  

The ability to cope with workplace stress was later accentuated by Perrewé, 

Zellars, Rossi et al. (2005), who highlighted the need to offer support and resistance in 

stressful situations. In their quantitative study, Perrewé, Zellars, Rossi et al. surveyed  

employees (n=230) from three large oil companies at two different points over a  

15-month period. In their findings, the researchers underscored the importance of finding 

factors allowing leaders to not only survive stress but allowing them to flourish in highly 

stressful situations. Using the same data collection, Perrewé et al. (2004) assessed 

interpersonal political skill and the relationship between role conflict and strain. They 

found interpersonal political skill alleviated consequences of role conflict. Zellars, Rossi 

et al. (2005) found interpersonal political skill acts as a remedy to role overload caused 

by high job demands. These findings are important to the current research because years 

earlier, Savery and Detiuk (1986) identified role conflict and role overload as the two 

most significant sources of stress for principals, and is still true today (Hancock et al., 

2019; Wells & Klocko, 2018). 
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Later Studies of Interpersonal Political Skill and On-the-Job Stress 

 More recently, researchers have studied some of the same interpersonal political 

skill relationships mentioned previously regarding stress and level of interpersonal 

political skill. While interpersonal political skill cannot remove the stress from the 

environment, it may serve to help leaders react to stress in ways that preclude them from 

suffering the consequences of enduring workplace stress (Summers et al., 2020).  

For example, Kim et al. (2018) proposed a research model illustrating 

interpersonal political skill and its effect on role stress, job tension, work engagement, 

and service performance while shielding the impact of role stress on job tension. The 

authors engaged in a quantitative study where they surveyed 261 customer-contact 

employees. The important findings from this study, which informed the current research, 

is that interpersonal political skill relieved role stress and job tension while encouraging 

engagement and performance.  

Summers et al. (2020) investigated the meta-analytic effect sizes of interpersonal 

political skill in stress processes. Their investigation consisted of searching the Web of 

Science database through 2018 for studies meeting their criteria. They also gathered 

various artifacts from scholars who conducted research on interpersonal political skill 

through that same time. Through their analysis, they found interpersonal political skill is 

negatively related to general work stressors, interpersonal conflict, role conflict, role 

ambiguity, and burnout.      

Given what is known about the everchanging and competitive organizational 

environment and the research presented showing a relationship between interpersonal 

political skill and coping with on-the-job stress, it may behoove leaders and others to 
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understand their level of interpersonal political skill. Individuals are encouraged to 

increase their interpersonal political skill to enhance their success, their happiness, their 

health, and their overall sense of well-being (Perrewé & Nelson, 2004). Interpersonal 

political skill is malleable and individuals can improve their level of interpersonal 

political skill (Brouer et al., 2015; Kim et al., 2019). Training programs may include role-

playing opportunities where employees can practice interpersonal political skill with 

supervision and real-life scenarios (Brouer et al., 2015; Kim et al., 2019; Lvina et al., 

2017). Brouer et al. (2015) discussed the possibility of adding mentoring and behavior 

modeling as possible training program ideas.     

Synopsis of Interpersonal Political Skill 

It is essential to explore interpersonal political skill more thoroughly to get to an 

understanding of how interpersonal political school may act as a barrier to authentic peer 

support. Therefore, interpersonal political skill was introduced, and the four facets of it 

were summarized. The relationship of interpersonal political skill to on-the-job stress 

provided the foundation for the examination of the relationship of interpersonal political 

skill to seeking peer support. One coping mechanism for workplace stress, recognized by 

various researchers (Bauer et al., 2019; Bausaert et al., 2016; Hancock et al., 2019) 

identified in the literature review and reflected upon by principals (Boyland, 2011) is 

depending on colleagues for social support. Authentic peer support for this dissertation in 

practice was presenting one's true self to a colleague in seeking encouragement and help 

from them or the ability to offer real support or assistance to a colleague. Interpersonal 

political skill is not turned on or off as the need arises. Instead, it is built into one's 

character or learned over time (Munyon, 2015).  
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Summary 

Chapter Two provided scholarly research to support the purpose statement and 

research question, along with building the background on the need for this study. The 

increasing levels of workplace stress of school leaders was highlighted as a foundation 

for the current research study. Specifically, the beginning section of Chapter Two 

underscored the need for the study citing the research, which declared school leadership 

as one of the toughest roles in America (Kafele, 2019; Poirel & Yvon, 2014). Alongside 

being one of the toughest leadership roles, it brings with it and exhibits increasing levels 

of workplace stress (Hancock et al., 2019; Kafele, 2019; Tikkanen et al., 2017) for school 

leaders.  

Due to the rising stress levels, it was essential to understand the causes of those 

increasing levels of stress for school leaders as well as the consequences of what 

happens, given the stressful work environment. Causes of on-the-job stress for school 

principals ranged from role overload and role conflict (Bausaert et al., 2016; Darmody, & 

Smith, 2016; Hancock et al., 2019; Wells & Klocko, 2015) to lack of social support 

(Hancock et al., 2019), to student problems, parent pressure, and, or pressure from 

various community members (Hancock et al., 2019; Kafele, 2019; Klocko & Wells, 

2015).  

After understanding sources of on-the-job stress for PreK-12 principals, it was 

necessary to highlight ways of coping with on-the-job stress. Ways of coping included 

job re-definement (Bausaert et al., 2016; Mitani, 2018; Wells & Klocko, 2015), enhanced 

training and professional growth (Lambersky, 2016; Mitani, 2018; Wells and Klocko, 
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2018), and the need for social support (Bauer et al., 2019; Hancock et al., 2019; Wolgast 

& Fischer, 2017).  

The next section briefly presented possible barriers to principals seeking authentic 

peer support. By utilizing the existing research about on-the-job stress for PreK-12 

principals, barriers to using authentic peer support were identified by digging deeper into 

the causes of the stress. Therefore, time constraints and lack of resources were explored 

as possible barriers to principals seeking or giving authentic peer support.  

Because interpersonal political skill was an essential aspect of this study, the last 

section of the literature review went into more depth about interpersonal political skill. 

The idea that it may inadvertently act as a deterrent for principals who need authentic 

peer support as they cope with on-the-job stress was identified. However, this section 

also included the benefits of leaders using the four facets of interpersonal political skill 

while leading their organizations (Munyon et al., 2015; Ning Xu & Treadway, 2019; 

Thompson et al., 2017) as well as the benefits of using interpersonal political skill to 

lower stress levels (Kim et al., 2018; Summers et al., 2020)  

In summary, the literature review provided information about rising stress levels 

for principals, causes of that stress, outcomes of the stress, and how they cope with on-

the-job stress. One of the most discussed coping mechanisms was social support. 

Therefore, it was necessary to understand what precludes principals from using social 

support to cope with on-the-job stress. One of those barriers, or possible solutions, was 

identified as interpersonal political skill. It was overviewed extensively to provide 

background about the facets along with the research that has been done historically and 

more recently. Next, the method is presented for answering the research question, How 
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do PreK-12 principals use interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism in 

responding to on-the-job stress? Chapter Three will provide the methodology used to 

conduct the current research study.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

In Chapter Two, a literature review for the study was provided to support the 

research question: How do PreK-12 principals use interpersonal political skill as a coping 

mechanism in responding to on-the-job stress? Since the need for the study has been 

substantiated, it is time to turn to the methodology which guided the research process. 

Chapter Three continues with a rationale for the choice of qualitative research as the 

chosen method and phenomenology as the chosen design of the current research. An 

overview of the qualitative approach and research design is provided to support the 

central research question guiding the current study. Next, a section detailing the sample 

of the population of school leaders for the study is overviewed and provides specifics of 

participant selection for the study. The data collection procedures and tools used for the 

research are detailed next in the data collection section. Then, an overview of the data 

analysis process is detailed. Finally, a further review of ethical considerations for the 

current study concludes Chapter Three.  

Research Question 

The following central research question guided the current study: How do  

PreK-12 principals use interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism in responding 

to on-the-job stress? 

Qualitative Methodology 

A qualitative approach provides a holistic view of a phenomenon to explore the 

experience of participants (Tufford & Newman, 2010). For the current research, the goal 

was to understand how principals use interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism 

for on-the-job stress. By relying on the words and stories of the participants, I sought to 
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understand the lived experiences of PreK-12 school leaders and how they used 

interpersonal political skill to cope with workplace stress.  

Phenomenological Research Design Overview 

The real-world problem identified in the current research and explored in the 

literature review was on-the-job stress experienced by PreK-12 principals and their 

possible use of interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism in handling that stress. 

The study of workplace stress is especially crucial because on-the-job stress affects not 

only the school leaders, but also the teachers, students, and the community (Mitani, 2018; 

Poirel & Yvon, 2014). Bauer et al. (2019), Bausaert et al. (2016), and Hancock et al. 

(2019) identified social support as a possible mechanism for coping with workplace 

stress. However, research is lacking to show if PreK-12 principals have had success 

relying on peers to cope with stress. 

In a review of theoretical and empirical research about interpersonal political 

skill, Kimura (2015) summarized current research that identified interpersonal political 

skill as an effective coping mechanism for dealing with workplace stress. In this 

summation, Kimura references several theories to explain the empirical research about 

interpersonal political skill and reducing stress. Kimura contended individuals with 

interpersonal political skill interact more predictably with others, which reduces 

uncertainty and lowers stress. Citing the conservation of resources theory, Kimura 

identified interpersonal political skill as a resource serving to neutralize stressors. 

Additionally, transactional theory denoted two levels individuals use when encountering 

stress, the actual stress, and how they might cope with it. People with interpersonal 

political skill, confronted by stress, understand people and, through interpersonal political 
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skill, can control the interactions they have with others. Thus, through an understanding 

of transactional theory, politically skilled individuals are less likely to be influenced by 

stressors. Given the stress PreK-12 principals experience, as well as the effects of the 

stress on themselves and others, the current research sought to understand how PreK-12 

principals cope with on-the-job stress using interpersonal political skill.   

The current research utilized a phenomenological design to align with the 

identified problem and research question. Yüksel and Yıldırım (2015) defined 

phenomenology as that which seeks to understand an experience or phenomenon. 

Moustakas (1994) defined phenomenological design as one that determines what an 

experience means to a group of people who can describe a common experience. Because 

the goal of this research was to study the lived experience of interpersonal political skill 

as a coping mechanism for PreK-12 principals in dealing with on-the-job stress, the 

phenomenological design was appropriate.  

Participants 

The participants for the current study were PreK-12 principals who had 

experienced on-the-job stress. I employed a purposive sampling of PreK-12 principals 

who self-screened as those who experienced on-the-job stress within their role as a school 

leader. To identify the sample, I enlisted participants using the snowball method. The 

snowball method finds participants using social contacts provided by others to include 

participants themselves (Noy, 2006). Therefore, using two social media platforms, 

Facebook and Linked-In, I posted a call for potential participants seeking the voluntary 

participation of PreK-12 school principals who experienced workplace stress (see 
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Appendix C). The shared social media posts, along with a recruitment email shared with 

network acquaintances, further served to cast the net for participants. 

Identifying the Participants 

In addition to the social media post, I sent a recruitment email, replicated from the 

social media post, to four people in my network with access to large numbers of school 

principals. Principals began expressing interest through a Qualtrics link and were 

immediately recorded on a form which tracked participants and where they landed in the 

cue.  

Once the participant expressed interest and asserted they were a current principal 

who experiences workplace stress, they were emailed a link (see Appendix E) to the 

consent form (see Appendix F). It is during this phase of identifying participants that they 

were required to sign the consent form through the Qualtrics link. Without signed 

consent, the participant did not progress through the cue. Upon the signing of the consent 

form, participants received an email (see Appendix G) inviting them to schedule a day 

and time for the interview through Calendly (Calendly.com). The planned number of 

participants was 15-20. The study concluded with 16 PreK-12 principals meeting the 

criteria. The order participants worked their way through the cue determined their 

selection for moving forward.  

Data Collection 

Data collection consisted of two different processes. The first was conducting 

approximately 16 semi-structured, open-ended interviews of participants until subsequent 

interviews gained no new information. The interviews were semi-structured and open-

ended as opposed to being rigid and closed. For example, the interview protocol (see 
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Appendix A) lists twelve questions; however, those questions adapted periodically given 

the semi-structured, open-ended nature of how I conducted the interview. I chose this 

method because it is crucial in phenomenology to let the data lead the interview, and not 

the researcher’s previous experience with the phenomenon (Yüksel & Yıldırım, 2015). 

Using a semi-structured, open-ended format facilitated this need.  

The second process for collecting data was the administration of the Political Skill 

Inventory (PSI). Helping participants feel at ease is a critical aspect of collecting data in 

phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994). Therefore, participants took the PSI following the 

interviews, at which time I hoped they felt more at ease rather than before the interview. 

Authored by Ferris, Davidson, and Perrewé (2005), the PSI determined the level of 

interpersonal political skill for each participant (see Appendix B). Although an inventory 

is not typically part of a phenomenological study, Colorafi and Evans (2016) asserted the 

acceptance of using quantitative data to describe the prescribed phenomenon. Knowing 

each participant’s interpersonal political skill level assisted in the understanding of using 

interpersonal political skill to cope with workplace stress.     

Data Collection Procedures 

The procedures for the current research included implementing the interview 

protocol, conducting semi-structured, open-ended interviews, engaging in note-taking, 

recording the interview, and transcribing the interview. To enrich the data collected from 

the interviews, the PSI was given to each participant to determine each participant’s level 

of interpersonal political skill.   

Semi-Structured, Open-Ended Interviews. The interview protocol (see 

Appendix A) was used to guide each interview. The interview protocol was essential for 
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this study because it served to develop a structure and format for the interviews. At the 

same time, flexibility was allowed through the protocol while collecting data. Flexibility 

was essential because topics surfaced during the interview that deserved attention through 

dialogue (Yüksel & Yıldırım, 2015). Therefore, allowing flexibility in some of the initial 

and follow up questions extended the conversation; therefore, the data collection was 

richer. Given the research and guidelines about phenomenology, I did not want to follow 

the protocol precisely; instead, I practiced flexibility allowing ideas to emerge, which 

pivoted the questions in related directions.  

The protocol outlined the study and reminded me to welcome each participant. At 

the end it offered me an additional reminder to thank the participant for their voluntary 

willingness to partake in the study. The interview protocol also reminded me to go over 

confidentiality and other aspects covered on the previously signed consent form.  

The research questions appeared on the interview protocol in the order of general 

to more specific along with probing questions that reminded me to find ways to explore 

the participant’s thinking to answer some questions more deeply. I thanked the 

participants for their participation after the interview and the administration of the PSI. 

Participants were reminded of the possibility of follow up questions, the need for member 

checking of the transcripts when ready for their perusal, and the likelihood of providing 

feedback about identified themes and subthemes.  

Each interview lasted between 32 and 55 minutes and took place online, using 

Zoom (zoom.com). At the beginning of each interview, I worked to gain credibility and 

rapport with each participant while attempting to establish a relaxed atmosphere. 

Moustakas (1994) described the ambiance of the interview as feeling similar to a 
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conversation between friends, promoting a comfortable setting. I followed the interview 

protocol and also engaged in some flexibility by asking probing questions to assist the 

participant in engaging with each question and enriching their answers. I refrained from 

body language or verbal cues that could have influenced the participants in their answers 

during the conversation.  

I recorded the conversations during the interview using the function in Zoom.  

Although Zoom provided both an audio and video recording, only the audio recording 

was saved for analysis and transcription. Also, I took copious field notes during the 

interviews. All recordings and notes served as backups from one to the other. The notes 

also helped to record information about body language and other environmental 

occurrences not picked up by the recording. These anecdotal field notes later proved to be 

vital to the analysis and coding process. 

Immediately following each interview, I saved the audio recording in a separate 

file and sent it to REV (eev.com) for transcription. Upon receiving the transcript back 

from REV, I verified the accuracy by comparing it to the recording of the interview and 

through the use of my notes. An essential aspect of phenomenology is to code the data 

throughout the collection process (Saldana, 2016). Therefore, immediately upon 

receiving each transcription, the data was uploaded to MAXQDA for organization. By 

reviewing each transcript, and journaling about the data, I used the information for 

subsequent interviews and guidance on adjustments needed for interview questions. I 

used open coding, axial coding, and selective coding for analysis. Each of these 

procedures will be explained in more depth in the data analysis section. Participants also 
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reviewed the transcripts for member checking through an email I sent to them (see 

Appendix H) to serve as a measure of the validity of the data.  

Yüksel and Yıldırım (2015) identified other types of data that may be collected 

for phenomenological research. For the current study, I encouraged participants to 

consult calendars and journals, before and after the interviews, to spur the memory of 

events which may enrich the stories about their experiences with workplace stress and 

interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism. Having participants refresh their 

memories using calendars and journals may have helped them remember specific events 

or meetings with colleagues relating to coping with on-the-job stress, hence enriching the 

data.  

Political Skill Inventory (PSI). The PSI was administered immediately following 

the conclusion of each interview (see Appendix B). To help the participants feel at ease, 

an essential aspect of phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994), principals took the Political 

Skill Inventory (PSI) after the interview rather than before. Using a link I sent to 

participants at the end of the interview allowed live administration of the PSI. Through 

Zoom (zoom.com), I observed the participant taking the inventory to verify the person 

who filled out the inventory was indeed the intended participant. The PSI was scored 

soon after the participant concluded the inventory to assist in analysis with all data 

considered. To garner authentic feedback, I prompted participants to give an honest 

assessment of themselves. The data collected and located on my password-protected 

cloud account and computer offered reassurance to participants about the safekeeping of 

their information.  
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Data Collection Tools 

I utilized three tools for conducting the current qualitative research. The first tool 

or instrument was me, the researcher. Babbie (2017) reminded practitioners that the 

researcher is the first instrument of the study in qualitative research. Therefore, I 

continually reflected through journaling and memoing upon anything that may have 

affected the outcome of the study, including bias or previous experience. The second 

collection tool is the interview protocol and includes the interview questions (see 

Appendix A). The third and final data collection tool is the Political Skill Inventory (see 

Appendix B). 

Several best practices were employed to assist in the validity of the data collection 

tools as a means of bracketing my prior experience about on-the-job stress. Tufford and 

Newman (2012) reminded practitioners to consider several layers of bracketing specific 

to a study. Consequently, I employed several measures to achieve data validity. First, I 

field tested the interview questions with two PreK-12 principals, not part of the study, 

and asked them for feedback about the questions and process. Serving as an expert panel, 

they also reviewed the interview questions before use in any of the formal interviews. I 

engaged in member checking with participants following the interviews. Member 

checking allowed participants to review the transcripts for accuracy and invited them to 

offer any additional feedback they had about the topic of the study. Tufford and Newman 

further asserted, bracketing is not just about protecting the data, but bracketing has the 

potential to enrich the collection and analysis. Through the journaling and memoing I 

practiced throughout the study, the data collection and analysis was certainly enriched.    
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Interview Questions. Following is a sampling of two questions which were used 

in the open-ended interviews: 

1. Tell me about the joys you experience in leading your school. 

2. In thinking about your role as a PreK-12 principal, how would you describe your 

most significant challenges?  

These questions directly related to the research topic and were intended to be rapport 

building and tension easing types of questions (Moustakas, 1994). It was essential to get 

the discussion started about on-the-job stress and the associated challenges in coping with 

it. Additionally, I asked the leaders questions about colleagues to understand how on-the-

job stress for the principal may influence others in the community. Sample questions 

relevant to colleagues included the following:  

3.  Tell me how you depend upon your colleagues to relieve on-the-job stress? 

4.  Recall a time a colleague depended on you for support with on-the-job stress.  

     Please tell me about it.  

5.  When your colleagues depend on you for possible support, what barriers do you  

     see them experiencing in their attempts to rely on you for support? 

Probe questions were critical throughout the interview process to be sure 

participants considered all topics deeply and included such follow up questions or 

statements as:  

Would you expound on that?  

Tell me more.  

How would you describe that differently?  

I would like to hear more about that. Would you clarify that for me?  
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Political Skill Inventory. Interpersonal political skill has received support and 

attention from researchers and practitioners over the past decade because of its 

encouraging empirical support (Jacobson & Viswesvaran, 2017). Thus, it is the accepted 

instrument to use when measuring interpersonal political skill. Additionally, Miles et al. 

(2014) verified the use of validated measures in qualitative research when the intent is to 

use it to enhance findings of the study, and the inventory or measure was used for 

building theory. I used the interpersonal political skill level of each participant to enhance 

the findings; therefore, this was an acceptable measure for the current study.  

The PSI uses a seven-point Likert scale including 1 = strongly disagree,  

2 = disagree, 3 = slightly disagree, 4 = neutral, 5 = slightly agree, 6 = agree, and                 

7 = strongly agree; used to determine a person's level of interpersonal political skill 

(Jacobson & Viswesvaran, 2017). The inventory provides a systematic means for 

measuring the level of interpersonal political skill (see Appendix B). The inventory is an 

18-item questionnaire that takes just minutes to complete. Jacobson and Viswesvaran 

cited the PSI as the most widely used instrument and most empirically validated measure 

for understanding interpersonal political skill today. Additionally, Kimura (2015) denoted 

two empirical studies supporting the construct validity and the criterion-related validity 

of the PSI (Ferris et al., 2007; Lvina et al., 2012). Markus and Lin (2020) defined 

construct validity as the extent to which a test measures what it professes. Criterion 

validity refers to how much a measure is related to an outcome, or in other words, how 

scores from one measure predict scores on another (Borneman, 2020). Therefore, Ferris 

et al. (2007) and Lvina et al. (2012) showed the PSI indeed measured interpersonal 

political skill and measured it predictably in relation to another outcome.   
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As part of the current study, I asked each participant to do a self-report using the 

PSI scale immediately following the initial open-ended interview. Some studies using the 

PSI solicit subordinates to fill out the PSI to compare the results between a leader and 

those who work for them. While self-rating may promote some distortion in a true 

reading, Kimira (2015) found most empirical studies done on the PSI used self-ratings. 

Distortion and faking answers did not seem to be a problem when the stakes were 

considered low for the participants. The current research posed little or no pressure for 

participants; therefore, the self-report was appropriate and reliable.  

At the end of the interview, I shared a link with participants giving them access to 

the administration of the PSI. Administration of the PSI occurred under my observation 

before ending the Zoom (zoom.com) meeting. To obtain the most reliable score for the 

level of interpersonal political skill, I reminded each participant to be completely honest 

while completing the inventory. 

As noted by Ferris, Davidson, and Perrewé (2005), the authors of the PSI, a score 

of four on the PSI, considered the midpoint, denotes the participant has average 

interpersonal political skill. A score higher than a four indicated to me that the participant 

has a higher than average interpersonal political skill, and a score below four indicated a 

lower than average interpersonal political skill for a participant. Ferris, Davidson, and 

Perrewé (2005) determined a score of one or two is considered low, and a score of six or 

seven is deemed to be high. Knowing the score of each participant’s interpersonal 

political skill assisted in the data analysis phase of the research, which is explained 

further in the data analysis section. The notion of using a validated measure is verified by 

Miles et al. (2014), who accepted the use of such items in qualitative research when the 
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intention is to enhance the data. The PSI has been used extensively, both historically and 

more recently. For example, Kapoutsis et al. (2018) used the PSI to show the relationship 

between interpersonal political skill, influence tactic ambidexterity, and task 

performance. Using the PSI, Maher et al. (2018) found interpersonal political skill and 

political will are the thinking processes which enable impression management strategies. 

Through the administration of the PSI as one measure in their study, Qian and Li (2016) 

found those higher in interpersonal political skill had a stronger relationship between 

supervisor mentoring and feedback-seeking.              

Data Analysis 

At the end of each interview, data analysis ensued. Yüksel & Yıldırım (2015) 

described the procedures for phenomenological design to include preparing the data for 

analysis, coding the data, and discovering the essence of the phenomenon. In a 

phenomenological design, data analysis is simultaneous and continuous (Moustakas, 

1994). Continual analysis of the data is essential in phenomenology because the analysis 

informs future data collection. Therefore, at the conclusion of each interview, I used 

MAXQDA (MAXQDA.com) to store and organize the data. The continual analysis was 

in the form of memoing before and after each interview as they occurred. I used the 

memoing to continually analyze data from the interview in connection to the score from 

the Political Skill Inventory which proved valuable in the coding stage of analysis.  
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Coding of the Data  

In phenomenology, coding is an integral part of the data analysis and was 

completed following the best practices of several researchers. I used three types of coding 

recommended by Saldana (2016) to include open coding, axial coding, and selective 

coding and consisted of continual rounds of coding until the identification of themes and 

subthemes concluded. The rounds consisted of the formation of clusters of meaning 

eventually leading to and themes and subthemes. A codebook was kept to organize codes 

and descriptions using MAXQDA (MAXQDA.com).   

Open coding is designed to reveal many ideas relating to the phenomenon being 

studied (Saldana, 2016). It is during this stage; I acted abundantly and include most data 

presented. During axial coding, I identified core ideas revealed in the data. While I 

engage in axial coding, I practiced horizonalization, where every significant statement 

received the same value (Yüksel & Yıldırım, 2015). During selective coding, I identified 

the central themes in the study and clusters of meaning (Moustakas, 1994; Yüksel & 

Yıldırım, 2015), I did this while keeping track of repetitive statements and those that 

conveyed the same meaning (Saldana, 2016). At the same time, while those repetitive 

statements were important to note, I had to engage in phenomenological reduction to 

eliminate statements that did not fit the research study (Yüksel & Yıldırım, 2015).  

Consequently, throughout the data analysis, I sorted the data, focusing on some 

data, and ignoring other parts while determining their potential significance to the study 

(Yüksel & Yıldırım, 2015). For example, I followed sequential steps where needed but 

remained flexible, knowing the process was not always chronological. I followed specific 



SCHOOL LEADERS COPING WITH STRESS     

         
62  

coding procedures finding some expected codes while staying open and reflexive to 

discovering surprising codes and codes of unusual interest. 

While coding the data, and identifying codes and later themes, I engaged in 

several other steps to assist in the process. I develop concept maps linking codes and 

themes and developed several continuums to look for connections. Using the words of the 

participants, I wrote narratives for each theme to describe their importance and 

connection to the data (Saldana, 2016). Definitions for each theme and subtheme were 

also written using the participants’ words and stories through their direct quotes.   

Although I did not find it necessary to contact participants to ask them follow-up 

questions or to involve them in the analysis phase of the research, I invited them to let me 

know and reach out to me if they thought of anything that may prove beneficial to the 

study. Including their participation in the data analysis allowed the subjects to participate 

in the study. Therefore, I planned to consult participants during the analysis phase to ask 

follow-up questions if needed and to seek clarification of ideas shared. However, this did 

not feel necessary as the data spoke for itself. However, the codes and themes were 

shared with the participants through an email to validate the data and ask for feedback 

(see Appendix I).    

To determine the level of interpersonal political skill for each participant, the 

inventory was completed and scored following each interview. The proper way to score 

the inventory is to add up the answers to each statement and divide the final number by 

eighteen (Ferris, Davidson, & Perrewé 2005). Each participant received a score ranging 

from one to seven. Each participant's interpersonal political skill level was labeled low, 

average, or high. The data gleaned from the PSI further informed the data obtained from 
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the open-ended interviews and was used as part of the data analyzed during coding and 

theming. Understanding each participants' experiences and stories regarding on-the-job 

stress alongside their self-reported level of interpersonal political skill informed the data 

in more illuminating ways. Guessing the level of interpersonal political skill for each 

participant would have been necessary without the data attained from the PSI.  

Following the data analysis, I developed a composite description of the essence of 

PreK-12 principals coping with on-the-job stress using interpersonal political skill. The 

description appears in the results and findings section of this work. I provided a structural 

description of how the participants experienced the phenomenon along with a textural 

description of what the participants experienced (Yüksel & Yıldırım, 2015). The results 

and findings include tables, and figures as a way of visualizing the findings and results.    

Methodological Integrity 

While conducting phenomenological interviews, I acted in ways that ensured 

integrity in the process. Consequently, several recommended practices protected the 

validity of the research. To begin, upon the conclusion of subsequent interviews, I 

watched for signs of repeated information, meaning nothing new coming from additional 

interviews. The realization of no new information marked the natural ending point for 

additional interviews, which was 16 participants.  

During the interview process, it was necessary for me to appear neutral and avoid 

showing body language or give any feedback that swayed the participants one way or the 

other in their answers to the questions. Semi-structured, open-ended interview questions 

assisted in the avoidance of leading the participants to answer in certain ways. Probe 
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questions also remained unbiased and gave no intention of leading the participant to 

answer questions in particular ways.   

Tufford and Newman (2012) asserted the importance of bracketing in qualitative 

research to understand the participants’ lived experiences without the interference of the 

researcher’s thoughts and ideas. Giorgi et al. (2017) stressed researchers' prior 

experiences, are “put aside and rendered non-functional” (p. 178). Therefore, I set aside 

my own biases and experiences as a former school leader and focused on the participants 

and how the participants coped with on-the-job stress using interpersonal political skill. 

In addition to bracketing or epoching (Moustakas, 2014) my experiences, I engaged in 

other methodological validation measures, which promoted reflexivity. These included 

memoing, using member checking, using rich, thick descriptions to describe the data, and 

journaling to keep track of my feelings and to record other observations before and after 

each interview (Tufford & Newman, 2012; Yüksel & Yıldırım, 2015). These steps further 

assisted me in my ability to remain open to surprising codes and codes of unusual 

interest, and in coding and analysis of the data to be more thorough, creative, informative, 

and bias-free.        

Ethical Considerations 

The importance of ethical considerations cannot be overstated in research studies 

involving people. Therefore, I needed to consider the privacy, care, and concern for each 

participant, and the validation and reliability of the data. Before the start of the research, I 

received approval through the IRB process and from the members of my dissertation 

committee. I alerted participants of their right to privacy and confidentiality during the 

explanation of the informed consent, and later, before commencing the study.  
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I protected the confidentiality of participants and continually worked to respect 

the information they shared and the communities they represented. Thus, participants’ 

data remained confidential and protected digitally on my password-protected cloud 

account and personal computer. To further protect the confidentiality and privacy of each 

participant, their names were replaced with Participant A, Participant B, and so on. The 

replacement name is how they appear in all notes and in all published documents. I have 

never referred to them by name to anyone else when referring to the study. I avoided risk 

and harm to participants by the types of questions asked of them and using frequent 

reminders to the participants, throughout the study, that they had the right to withdraw at 

any time.  

I have a potential conflict of interest given my long and previous career as a 

school principal. Due to this possible conflict of interest and potential bias, one of the 

ethical concerns about the study was the requirement for me to avoid inserting ideas and 

views into what I hoped might occur during the study. Consequently, I have strong ideas 

and am very passionate about workplace stress for school principals and I often wonder 

why some cope with stress better than others. I have a strong desire to help ease the 

workplace stress many principals experience, yet I remained neutral throughout the study. 

Through the practice of reflexivity, I set aside my strong opinions and strong desire to 

help other principals. I took great care in my awareness of bias by engaging in reflection 

and reflexivity during all phases. I acted reflexively by regularly recording in a journal 

about my feelings and observations before, during, and after data collection and analysis. 

Practicing reflexivity helped me to remain constantly aware of my feelings as I engaged 

with those thoughts and feelings regularly.  
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Summary of Methodology 

 

Chapter Three described qualitative research as the chosen method and 

phenomenology as the prescribed design used for the current research. Both the 

methodology and design of the current research were appropriate because I wanted to 

understand the lived experience of workplace stress for PreK-12 principals and how they 

used interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism. An overview of the 

methodology and design followed the central research question that guided the current 

study. Next, I detailed the chosen sample of the population, PreK-12 principals who 

experienced on-the-job stress recruited through purposive, network, and snowball 

sampling. Details of the data collection procedures and tools used for the research 

appeared next in the data collection section. Then, I provided an overview of the data 

analysis process and addressed methodological integrity. Finally, a further review of 

ethical considerations for the current study concluded Chapter Three. Chapter Four 

presents the results and findings of the current study.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

PreK-12 principals are experiencing stress at increasing rates (Hancock et al., 

2019; Kafele, 2019; Tikkanen et al., 2017). As noted by Boyland (2011), principals with 

five or more years of experience described experiencing more stress on the job at the time 

of the study than in previous years. In subsequent studies conducted in 2009 and 2012, 

Klocko and Wells (2015) also suggested that stressors for principals had increased 

significantly. Furthermore, Osborne (2017) found principals experienced demands on the 

job that were one and a half times higher than the population of the time. Concurrently, 

Darmody and Smyth (2016) conveyed a significant proportion of principals feeling 

stressed on-the-job, going as far as to report, “evidence indicates that school principals 

juggle multiple responsibilities and work under increasingly stressful conditions” (p. 124) 

leading to stress levels which may cause burnout.   

While there is much research about the severity of on-the-job stress for PreK-12 

principals, the literature is sparse on proven programs and processes for coping. 

Recommendations in the literature had commonalities, and mostly suggested that 

principals should rely on each other for support in coping with workplace stress. 

However, little research exists to show principal colleague support as a common remedy 

for coping with on-the-job stress. At the same time, research on interpersonal political 

skill reveals it relieves workplace stress for some industry leaders.  

Therefore, I wanted to explore the potential role of interpersonal political skill as 

a coping mechanism for school principals who experience on-the-job stress. The purpose 

of the study was to understand how PreK-12 principals use interpersonal political skill as 

a coping mechanism in responding to on-the-job stress. The specific research question 
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which guided the current study was: How do PreK-12 principals use interpersonal 

political skill as a coping mechanism in responding to on-the-job stress?  

Chapter Four begins with the results section which provides demographic 

information about the participants, participant recruitment, data collection, and data 

analysis. Next, the results section outlines the themes and subthemes found and includes 

the definitions and examples of participants words and stories for each. Following the 

results section are the findings, using the participants’ voices to describe the work that led 

to the answer to the research question: How do PreK-12 principals use interpersonal 

political skill as a coping mechanism in responding to on-the-job stress. The discussion 

section connects scholarly literature to the results and findings of this study and includes 

the identification of strengths and limitations along with recommendations for future 

research.  

Results 

Participants  

 To properly answer the research question, it was important to include participants 

who were currently practicing PreK-12 principals and experienced workplace stress. 

Therefore, participant recruitment occurred using purposive, network, and snowball 

sampling. Specifically, a social media recruitment email (see Appendix C) posted on 

Facebook and LinkedIn served as the beginning of network recruitment. The shared 

social media posts, along with a recruitment email shared with network acquaintances, 

further served to cast the net for participants. The vast network used for recruitment by 

snowball sampling resulted in participants coming from every sector of the United States 

including principals leading both public and private schools (see Table 1). Throughout 



SCHOOL LEADERS COPING WITH STRESS     

         
69  

this process, purposive sampling was then used to insure a group of potential participants 

of principals who currently experience on-the-job stress.   

Table 1 

Participants’ Demographic Information, School Level and Type (n=16) 

Characteristic    N  

Gender 

   Female 

   Male 

 

Ethnicity 

 

9 

7 

 

 

 

   Black 

   White 

  

School Type 

    3 

13 

 

 

   Private 

   Public 

 

Education Level 

   Master’s Degree 

   Master’s Degree X2 

9 

7 

 

 

8 

2 

 

   EdS 

   ABD 

   Doctorate Degree 

    

School Level 

    4 

1 

1 

 

 

   Elementary 

   Middle School 

   Combination Elem/Middle 

   High School 

   Combination Middle/High 

   Combination Elem/Middle/High 

    1 

1 

3 

6 

4 

1 

 

 

The potential participants included 22 principals; however, only 17 followed 

through by signing off on the consent form, setting up an interview time, and showing up 

for the interview. Disqualification came for one potential participant because they did not 

qualify as a current principal experiencing on-the-job stress, as they were a practicing 

assistant principal. Although the assistant principal was interviewed, the data collected 
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did not reach the analysis phase of the study. Therefore, the final sample included 16 total 

participants.  

Data Collection 

 Semi-structured, open-ended interviews occurred over the course of three weeks 

and each lasted between 32 and 55 minutes and were guided by the interview protocol 

(see Appendix A). The interviews occurred via video conference in which each session 

was recorded using zoom.com. Each audio recording was transcribed using rev.com. 

Participants received the transcription within 24 hours for member checking. No 

participant indicated a desire to change or alter the transcription presented to them. 

 At the conclusion of each recorded interview, the participant received a link via 

email directing them to the administration of the Political Skill Inventory (see Appendix 

B). Although the inventory was completed under my supervision while on the Zoom call, 

the recording was paused for this section of the meeting. Immediately following the call, 

I scored each inventory. Knowing the scores as the data collection continued became an 

important part of the data analysis.   

Data Analysis 

 Moustakas (1994) reminds qualitative researchers that the analysis process is 

ongoing and begins the moment the data collection commences. While the data was not 

formally coded and themed until all interviews were completed, the analysis occurred 

throughout the collection process through journaling and reflecting. 

Journaling occurred prior to each interview and at the conclusion of each 

interview for two reasons. One was to bracket out my prior experiences with stress as a 
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PreK-12 principal and the other was to record ideas about the data as it revealed itself 

during the interviews while simultaneously scoring the Political Skill Inventory (PSI).  

One of the earliest topics I journaled about during the data collection process was 

the discrepancy between the high scores attained from the PSI (see Table 2) and the 

acknowledgement from participants of the immense stress they were under as they 

simultaneously recognized their inability to find a way to cope with the stress. I 

continually wondered how they could possess such high political skill, an antidote for 

coping with stress, yet struggle to cope with stress on the job. Given prior research about 

interpersonal political skill acting as an antidote for coping with workplace stress, why 

did the participants’ levels of stress and struggle coping with it seem so prevalent? The 

question plagued me throughout the data collection and later analysis phases of the 

research.  

Table 2 

Score for each participant of the Political Skill Inventory 

Participant ID PSI Score Participant ID PSI Score 

Participant A 5.5 Participant M 6.55 

Participant B 6.72 Participant N 6.44 

Participant C 5.88 Participant O 6.66 

Participant D 6.44 Participant P 6.44 

Participant E 4.83 Participant Q 6.61 

Participant G 6.5 Participant S 6.5 

Participant I 6.38 Participant T 5.77 

Participant J 6.11 Participant V 6.77 

Note. As noted by Ferris et al. (2020), a score higher than a four indicated the participant 

had a higher than average interpersonal political skill. Therefore, every participant in this 

study had higher than average political skill.  

 The formal analysis of the data took place at the completion of all interviews. The 

organization of the data occurred using MAXQDA (MAXQDA.com). To familiarize 
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myself with the data, I read each transcript several times prior to the onset of coding. 

Additionally, I engaged in memoing every day that I formally coded data. Memoing 

provided a rich place for data analysis outside the regular coding and served as a place 

where themes began revealing themselves. For example, at the end of the first session of 

coding, I wrote a memo about the overarching need of participants to be in control and 

the propensity to hide stress from others. Each of these two ideas later evolved as a theme 

and subtheme in the study.    

 The analysis of the data consisted of three types of coding: open, axial, and 

selective (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1 

Coding of the Data 

  

 

During the coding process, I used concepts to identify the codes, looking for the main 

idea of what the participant said in their own words. Since open coding calls for the 

inclusion of all codes, I identified 653 overall codes with 236 of those being unique. 

Although this was overwhelming at the beginning, it was an important part of the 

analysis because it included most of the data collected. 

Open 
Coding

Axial 
Coding

Selective 
Coding

-236 Different Codes 

-653 Segments 

-140 Different Codes 

-599 Segments 

-Six Themes 

-Eleven Subthemes 
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After open coding, I moved to axial coding. During axial coding, I identified 18 

core ideas consisting of 599 codes and 140 different codes. During this phase of coding, I 

practiced horizonalization, giving each statement the same value, meaning nothing was 

valued more than another. The number of codes was still tremendous until selective 

coding ensued. During this phase of coding, two processes helped cull down the data, 

pointing toward answers to the research question. The two processes included using the 

clusters of meaning to answer the research question and engaging in phenomenological 

reduction, allowing me to eliminate data that did not fit the research study. At the end of 

selective coding, I identified six themes with eleven subthemes (see Table 3). 

Table 3 

Themes and Subthemes Identified 

Control 

(Combination 

of the Facets) 

Interactions 

(Networking) 

Understanding 

(Social 

Astuteness) 

Inspiring 

(Apparent 

Sincerity) 

Connecting 

(Interperson

al Influence) 

Little 

Awareness 

of IPS or 

its Benefits 

--Planning for 

Success to 

Happen 

--Recognizing 

Good Stress 

--Hiding 

Stress 

--Maintaining 

a Persona 

--Interactions 

with 

Stakeholders 

--Interacting with 

Other Principals 

--Interactions 

seen as 

Opportunities, 

not Threats 

--Social 

Awareness 

--Finding the 

Why 

--Being 

Sincere and 

Genuine 

--Not 

Inspiring 

Trust and 

Confidence 

  

Note. Some titles of themes and subthemes are abbreviated. 

Identification of Themes and Subthemes 

During the coding, theming, journaling, and memoing, themes and subthemes 

began to emerge to answer the research question: How do PreK-12 principals use 

interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism in responding to on-the-job stress. 

Once the six themes revealed themselves, it became clear that there were connections 
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between the four facets identified in the interpersonal political skill research and the 

themes identified from the current study. For example, there was an obvious connection 

with Theme Two: Coping through Interactions with Others and the facet titled, 

Networking. Therefore, wherever a connection occurred, the facet appears behind the 

theme name in italics. Further emphasis demonstrated how principals cope using 

interpersonal political skill by connecting the theme and the facet, and adding the facet to 

the title. Table 4 provides a list of themes, subthemes, their definitions, and a sample 

quote that helped inform each theme and its meaning. A more extensive theme outline, 

similar to this one can be found in Appendix J. The section following Table 4, provides 

the findings using the words from the participants to provide an enhanced description of 

the results.   

Table 4 

 

Themes, Subthemes, their Definitions, and Sample Participant Quotes Which Informed 

the Themes and Subthemes  

 

Theme and Subtheme Quotes from Participants 

1. Coping through having a 

Sense of Control 

(Combination of the Facets). 

Being organized, setting 

priorities, moving forward, 

and acting in intentional ways, 

acts as an antidote for 

oncoming stress.    

   

1a. Planning for Success to 

Happen Having a sense of 

control sets the wheels in 

motion toward successful 

outcomes. 

 

1b. Recognizing Good Stress 

Recognizing good stress and 

working within that good 

“Well for me, I think it's that sense of control. You 

know what I find most stressful is when things seem 

to be out of control. I find comfort in ... I don't know 

if you'd call it relaxation, but in being prepared. You 

know, having things organized, having a game plan, 

you know, having people in place that I know, trust, 

rely on, helps me relax” (Participant T). 

 

 

“Then seeing the progress, and seeing the steps 

forward and knowing that all the hard work that 

everybody is doing is paying off is very rewarding” 

(Participant A) 

 

 

“And it is that kind of stress that kind of makes your 

blood flow, and the reason that you love the job is 

because you're needed, and you can kind of go fix 
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stress is perceived as 

beneficial adrenaline. 

 

 

1c. Hiding Stress 

The need to hide stress from 

others can be stressful but 

when leaders control it to 

protect their followers, the 

stress may lessen. 

 

1d. Maintaining a Persona 

A certain persona is expected 

of a school leader, naming it 

and controlling it saves the 

followers from cascading 

stress from the principal. 

 

2. Coping through 

Interactions with Others 

(Networking) 

Being out and about and 

relating with others is a way to 

cope with stress better.  

 

 

2a. Interactions with 

Stakeholders 

Interacting with staff, 

students, and other 

stakeholders can be a direct 

source of coping with stress in 

positive ways. 

 

2b. Interacting with Other 

Principals 

Networking with peer 

principals provides a source of 

empathy for some and yet, a 

source of struggle for others.  

 

 

2c. Interactions seen as 

Opportunities, not Threats 

Viewing the multifaceted job 

and other opportunities as a 

something? Yeah, so good stress is like, ‘Oh my God, 

it was hectic. I had to enroll 400 kids for AP exams 

but I did it.’ Boom, you know” (Participant M)? 

 

“You know, no matter what's going on, I've got to be 

even-keeled and calm and, you know, regardless of 

how I might be feeling on the inside. I've certainly 

worked with people who, their bad day would make 

everybody have a bad day, so I try my best not to 

have that day” (Participant T). 

 

“I have to put on a happy face a lot of the times when 

I don't want to, because I need them to be okay. And 

even though I'm not okay, you know” Participant G. 

 

 

 

 

“I mean, really, it would be terrible not to have that 

network of people that you can call. I would hope, I 

know that the people that I work closely with, they 

lean on the people that they work most closely with 

administrative assistants, and you know, some of 

those relationships that they have formed within their 

buildings” (Participant A).  

 

“Again, if you're, if you are going to be a person who 

sits behind your desk and you just close that door and 

let things happen out there, you're not going to be 

successful. So, you have to be with people, but you 

got to get out there and you, and you have to be 

visible as well” (Participant V). 

 

 

“You know, I think there's a variety of ways. I think 

one big coping mechanism I see is we communicate 

with our peers and that helps us feel like we're not 

alone where we're all experiencing these similar 

challenges. So, when someone else can affirm that as 

well, it even helps you to, to feel better” (Participant 

Q). 

 

“Joy in the multifaceted job. Before I was involved 

with school administration, I didn't realize how 

involved this position can be in a lot of different 

ways. And the influence that you have not only on 
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means for growth, learning, 

networking, and relationship 

building, curbs stressful 

outcomes. 

 

3. Coping through 

Understanding (Social 

Astuteness) 

Understanding the landscape 

of the school in terms of the 

people and the programs and 

practices lessens the levity 

stress can bring.  

 

 

3a. Social Awareness 

Understanding how others 

prefer to work and interact 

allows the school leader to 

control the interactions, 

alleviating stress levels for the 

leader.    

 

3b. Finding the Why 

Reconnecting with why one 

goes into educational 

leadership reminds the 

principal of the higher purpose 

for doing the job verifying for 

them the difficult job is worth 

the struggle. 

 

4. Coping by Inspiring Trust 

and Confidence in Others 

(Apparent Sincerity) 

Inspiring confidence and trust 

emboldens leaders to carefully 

manage stress. 

 

4a. Being Sincere and 

Genuine 

Faking sincerity can cause 

more stress for individuals; 

being genuine can act as a 

buffer between stress and the 

individual. 

classroom instruction, but teacher development, 

managing staff, creating a vision, for the school” 

(Participant V). 

 

 

“I would say probably sharing the load more. I mean I 

know that there are people that are better at being able 

to get people to do some of those things and do them 

well. I guess that's something I think about often is 

just, ‘How can I get better at, getting people to 

understand, how we want to accomplish things" 

(Participant C)? 

                                                                                                                     

 

 

“It's like making connections with people and 

connecting people and putting them together. And I 

think leveraging that can really help, and that's 

fulfilling. And that is de-stressing, as well, when 

you're doing that” (Participant S). 

 

 

 

“And I have to check myself sometimes. Like now, I 

have to get up and just walk around the building. And 

so I just have to get up and go for a walk and remove 

myself from it, collect my thoughts, remind myself 

what we're doing, why we do it, the purpose of it, and 

then come back and get back to work” (Participant D). 

 

 

 

“But it has to be this feeling that there's someone who 

is controlling the rudder, someone at the steering 

wheel, someone who's pointing us in the right 

direction. I hope that's the feeling they get. I'm sure 

it's not all the time, but I hope that's the feeling that 

they get” (Participant V). 

 

“I don't know how long you can fake sincerity, you 

know what I mean? You can do that for a day, for a 

week, for a month, but as a principal because, you 

know, it's like a baseball season we're in every day, 

you know, the good times, the bad, the rainy days, the 

sunny days. So, I don't think you can fake it” 

(Participant O). 
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4b. Not Inspiring Trust and 

Confidence 

Some leaders engage in 

behaviors that do not inspire 

trust and confidence, 

decreasing their ability to 

manage stress.  

 

 

5. Coping through 

Connecting (Interpersonal 

Influence) 

By connecting with others, 

people gain a sense of 

confidence that they can 

control the processes and 

outcomes of interactions. 

 

 

6.  Little Awareness of Using 

Interpersonal Political Skill 

or its Benefits  

Principals do not understand 

the benefit of practicing 

interpersonal political skill nor 

the paybacks.    

 

“If I'm like withdrawn or shutdown, that teacher could 

think, ‘Well, maybe, what did I do? Did I do 

something?’ And if that is communicated in such a 

way can have a negative effect on people's own 

perception of their job performance, potentially. They 

could look at me from the outside and draw a 

conclusion based upon what I'm modeling or not 

about how it perhaps impacts them” (Participant S). 

 

“I think, part of what I love to do every day is just to 

try to make everybody's lives a little bit easier. Let 

teachers know that I care about them and when I'm 

doing that, that's when I feel my best. When I'm 

talking to kids in the hallway and letting them know 

that their principal isn't just somebody who sits in an 

office, that [gender] cares about them. And [gender] 

interested in their life, and what their name is” 

(Participant N). 

 

“And I'm supposed to do all those things? I'm stressed 

out by that (laughs). I'm supposed to be really good at 

all those things? That's stressful (laughs). To even 

know that there's, like, a rating or a rubric, or you're 

being judged on that, that to me is stressful” 

(Participant E). 

 

 

Theme 1: Coping through having a Sense of Control (Combination of Facets) 

 A strong theme to emerge from the data analysis was about having control over 

things as a sense of coping. A combination of the facets is italicized following the theme 

title because participants identified having a sense of control through networking, social 

astuteness, apparent sincerity, and interpersonal influence through relationships. The 

definition of Theme 1 identifies being organized, setting priorities, moving forward, and 

acting in intentional ways, acts as an antidote for oncoming stress.    
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Participants repeatedly talked about how they found comfort in knowing they had 

control of preparing for success, or planning and preparing ahead of time. One participant 

explained it this way: 

Well for me, I think it's that sense of control. You know what I find most stressful 

is when things seem to be out of control. I find comfort in ... I don't know if you'd 

call it relaxation, but in being prepared. You know, having things organized, 

having a game plan, you know, having people in place that I know, trust, rely on, 

helps me relax. (Participant T) 

Another participant emphasized the need for organization and getting the work done early 

so it does not pile up. 

The other thing that helps me cope is just staying organized, staying on top of the 

emails. Not letting things pile up. You know, so I kind of work harder to 

compensate for how much work I have to do, if that makes sense. (Participant T) 

Several subthemes joined the overall theme of having a sense of control and were quite 

specific; therefore, having separate subthemes gave honor to the participants stories.  

Subtheme 1: Planning for Success to Happen. The first subtheme is about  

participants feeling that having a sense of control sets the wheels in motion toward 

successful outcomes. Participants expressed the sentiment that if they were in control of 

planning for success to happen and had a means for getting there, stress could be set 

aside. Participant C conveyed the need for being proactive saying, “And some of it is 

trying to be more proactive, getting myself ready for the upcoming week or cleaning up 

the prior week stuff on the weekend.” However, later asserting being proactive can be 

hard, but once a task is begun, success follows.  
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I would also say, probably one of my biggest challenges and something I work at 

consistently is, sometimes the mountain seems so high, you don't know where to 

start to climb it. And so, I kind of, you know, put something off for a little while 

rather than just saying, "You know what? I got to [get started]." And, and the thing 

about it is that, once I get started it's no problem. It's just, talking myself into that. 

If I start something I'm going to finish it. (Participant C) 

Other participants asserted the importance of prioritizing as a need to make 

success happen. Having control over what happens and when it occurs can be 

empowering for the following school leader.  

I like to prioritize what I can and can't do. A big expression we have around here 

is that's a tomorrow problem. So, there are certain things that we will say, "Well, 

we need to do this.", and I said, "We do, but right now we need to do X, Y first, so 

that's going to be a tomorrow, or a next week, or a next month problem." I think I 

also try and realize what I can accomplish and what I can't, and, if there are too 

many what ifs or, or X's to solve then we call it what it is, and not try and pretend 

that we can solve it unless we have more information that comes from it. And to 

be able to say that we can't do that right now is also the realistic, aspect of it. 

(Participant O) 

Procrastination may be a source of stress, but not putting things off allows a 

principal to feel in control and assists them in planning for success. Sometimes the task 

just needs to be met head on.   

We're working hard, we're doing the things we need to do, but it's like if we did 

some things differently, which means change, could we have those hard 
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conversations and change the right direction within, you know, a year? Or do we 

make that change have to happen five or 10 years? It's like, "No, let's just meet it 

head forward and let's..." But yeah, we're going to make mistakes along the way, 

but we're already making mistakes, so here we go. (Participant I) 

Participant A summarizes this subtheme well, feeling that having a sense of 

control sets the wheels in motion toward successful outcomes. “Then seeing the progress, 

and seeing the steps forward and knowing that all the hard work that everybody is doing 

is paying off is very rewarding.”  

Subtheme 2: Recognizing Good Stress. Participants recognized good stress and 

identified that working within that good stress is beneficial adrenaline. Recognizing good 

stress falls under the theme of coping through having a sense of control because 

distinguishing between good and bad stress is monitoring the stress. For example, 

something can be very stressful, but it can also give someone the adrenaline to go 

conquer whatever is up next.  

And it is the kind of stress that kind of makes your blood flow, and the reason that 

you love the job is because you're needed, and you can kind of go fix something? 

Yeah, so good stress is like, "Oh my God, it was hectic. I had to enroll 400 kids 

for AP exams but I did it." Boom, you know? (Participant M) 

The job of a school principal is to be a problem solver and can cause a creative 

tension that can be healthy stress.  

The everyday stress that comes through is part of the job, and, and it's not 

something to be avoided, it's actually part of the calculus of what you're doing. 

90% of your job is to solve problems, and problems are when things don't fit the 
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right way, whether it's a personality, or a logistic, a schedule, whatever the case 

may be. So, the idea of having a quiet day is actually counterintuitive to (laughs) 

what a principal does, you know, our job is to solve problems. And that tension is 

something I kind of thrive on, I mean I like that…But the stress is sort of what 

keeps you sharp and actually I see it as a creative tool that kind of works with 

that. (Participant O)  

Recognizing good stress is not only beneficial, but it can also assist principals in 

getting things done. The stress can be debilitating to the process if viewed as bad.  

And so, it's not, you can't say that you're never going to be stressed. But some 

stress is a good thing, and so I think it's trying to use that stress to help you, 

whether that's a deadline, right, whether that's people are counting on you, and if 

that can enable me, right, to say, okay, “I've got to get this done by this time, 

people are counting on me, and I can do that in a positive way” then that stress 

can be beneficial. And if I'm not able to do that, I think, then, stress can be, you 

know, defeating, or it can feel like everything is building up and there's no time. 

And so, it can also have a negative effect, from that perspective. (Participant S) 

Whether the stress is good or bad, participants expressed the need to give 

themselves a break by recognizing the bigger picture and the successes along the way. By 

doing that, they may be able to power through the next challenge.  

Subtheme 3: Hiding Stress. The third theme to emerge under the theme 

of coping by having a sense of control is about hiding stress from followers to protect 

them. The definition for this theme describes the need to hide stress from others, which 

can be stressful but when leaders control it to protect their followers, the stress may 



SCHOOL LEADERS COPING WITH STRESS     

         
82  

lessen. Some participants described this as hiding the stress from teachers and staff, 

otherwise productivity is lost. Therefore, some participants expressed it is never 

productive to let others know how stressed they might be in any circumstance.  

Hiding stress from others as a control mechanism for coping with stress is 

important for other reasons. One participant expressed the need to protect the staff from 

stress because of the need to appear strong and to uphold a certain image. 

I work very hard not to show my stress to those who I'm responsible for. The last 

thing they need is a principal who appears to be ambivalent, wishy-washy, or 

overly concerned. That doesn't mean that the reality of life doesn't come through, 

but I do think I have a responsibility to project a certain strength of the institution, 

and a certain internal strength. So, I don't share my doubts with my teachers, 

[who] need me to be the one who's the cheerleader, who's the coach, who's the 

cop, you know, whoever it is. (Participant O) 

The next participant echoed those very words about the importance of being a 

cheerleader for all. In fact, this participant emphasized the importance of the various roles 

they must be and hiding stress to fulfill those roles.  

Well, part of this job, as you know, is being a cheerleader, right? You know, being 

out there and pumping people up and saying, “You're doing a good job.” And I 

think if I go out and I said, "This is terrible, no this is awful." You know, I just had 

a bad meeting with ... I'm not unloading that on somebody. That's something that I 

have to manage. If I can't manage, I shouldn't be in this position. I have to manage 

those tough times in a way that I'm not reflecting on others, as far as, you know, 

what my problems are. You know, my problems are my problems. And I have to 



SCHOOL LEADERS COPING WITH STRESS     

         
83  

be out there. I have to be a lot of things. I have to be a coach to people. I have to 

be a cheerleader to people. I have to be a psychiatrist to people sometimes. Uh, so 

I can't let my problems interfere with my daily interaction with them. (Participant 

V) 

Participant C summarized the need to hide stress from faculty and staff to protect 

them so everyone can do their job better by simply stating, “And so, I, really try hard not 

to put out that persona that something is, you know, been challenging or is stressful. [I] 

really try to keep those things separate as best I can.”  

Subtheme 4: Maintaining a Persona. Participants in the study expressed the 

need to maintain a certain persona. Again, this fell under the first theme of coping 

through having a sense of control. By maintaining a certain persona, principals control 

how they present themselves to others. The definition of this subtheme describes a certain 

persona is expected of a school leader, naming the persona and controlling it saves the 

followers from cascading stress from the principal.  

One participant says it is worth more stress for them if they can keep the stress 

away from others through a certain persona. “Even though it may cause more stress for us 

and, you know, it’s one of those deals where we try to do what's best for them” 

(Participant C). Participant G expressed it more precisely in terms of the need to maintain 

a persona, “I have to put on a happy face a lot of the times when I don't want to, because I 

need them to be okay. Even though I'm not okay, you know.”  

 Carrying over the Subtheme 3 about hiding stress, but relating it to maintaining a 

certain persona, some participants expressed the need to stay in persona so that others 
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feel secure. However, it is not an easy task to be aware of one’s persona at all times with 

all stakeholder groups.  

Like every single moment of everything, how I look, whatever I say, everything 

that I do is over analyzed with every stakeholder that I'm interacting with. And so 

I have to be cognizant of every word that comes out of my mouth, everything that 

I put on my body, all the facial expressions that I make, whether it be with my 

stakeholders that I'm serving or the ones that are supporting me or coaching me 

from above. It feels like you're [under] a microscope all the time. (Participant G) 

Even though it is not easy to do, participants expressed a responsibility that 

principals have in maintaining a particular persona. Participants voiced the need to 

control or maintain a persona and some have added this is done for the benefit of 

followers.  

Theme 2: Coping through Interactions with Others (Networking) 

Theme 2 is defined as being out and about and relating with others as a way to 

cope with stress better. Participants shared the benefits of interacting with others as a 

source of coping better with stress. These interactions occur with students, teachers, staff, 

and others. Interactions with others connects directly to the interpersonal skill facet called 

networking. Participants explained how these interactions can soften stress and are so 

successful they look for ways to ensure the interactions occur. Some participants credit 

the relationships they have built which allow real networking to occur and its benefits to 

flourish.    

And so, I put myself out in front and I build relationships, especially in the 

community. This has been work that's been going on for a while. This isn't just 
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like I come in, all of a sudden, I'm doing this and this. I have built relationships 

along the way, that have become valuable to me now as a principal. And so, 

currently, it's allowed me to sit on three committees and four boards. And I didn't 

really expect that, but because of the relationships that I've built, it has allowed 

me to do that, which in turn brings respect to our school because they respect me 

because of my roles that I play. And so, I built those roles not to build me up, I 

built those roles to make sure that we have those relationships and connections for 

[school name] to draw upon when needed. (Participant D) 

Three subthemes help understand this theme to its fullest. The first is to 

understand networking with various stakeholder and the second focuses on networking 

between principals. The last subtheme here focuses on how principals view interactions 

as opportunities instead of threats.  

Subtheme 1: Interactions with Stakeholders. The definition of this  

subtheme is best portrayed as interacting with staff, students, and other stakeholders can 

be a direct source of coping with stress in positive ways. Simple examples of networking 

with students identified ways to relieve stress for some participants. Other participants 

explained the detriment of not taking advantage of networking opportunities. The next 

participant described what could be lost if they chose to ignore networking opportunities 

but instead, stayed away from others to accomplish particular tasks. 

Networking is so important to be out and about talking to people and meeting 

people. And I'm saying even in the community to get out, to see our alumni, to be 

at games. Listen, I could be writing a new successful curriculum for the science 

department. And I could spend every weekend for two months writing that 
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curriculum. And then at the end of two months, someone comes to me, and says, 

"How come you haven't been to a soccer game? Where were you at the football 

game on Sunday?" Right? Uh, networking, being visible, getting out there, you 

know, asking people how they are, you know, giving some feedback, positive 

feedback. (Participant V) 

Participants identified networking opportunities as proactive ways to combat 

stress they may be feeling. Another participant explained it in a similar way by 

expressing the need to schedule networking opportunities into the daily calendar.  

I think, my stress, if I'm stressed, it means that there's a lot of work to be done. 

And so, then I'm probably tied in my office more than I want to be. And, you 

know, again, another challenge of being a principal is visibility. So that's an 

important notion. And when you're stressed, sometimes you get attached to your 

desk, and so you're not as present in the building. So, I think that's losing an 

important aspect of the job, and you have to be disciplined to kind of put in your 

calendar, "I'm going to walk to building this morning between, you know, 9:00 

and 10:00 and be present." And, um, if you're stressed, sometimes that can be the 

first thing to go. (Participant S) 

In addition to relieving in the moment stress, some participants articulated the 

benefits of networking, which can alleviate stress in other ways.  

Just the movement, just circulation, building relationships, you know, talking to 

people, and you know, as well as I do as a building leader, sometimes your best 

meetings are in the corridors, your best meetings are in the cafeteria. So, I'll 

purposely bump into a faculty member who has cafeteria duty, "Hey, what's going 
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on? How are you doing how's everything?" And, and it evolves into a very big 

conversation. I give them feedback that way. They're reluctant to come into my 

office and sit down and tell me those same things, but when I'm out and they're on 

their turf, it's a different story. (Participant V) 

In this instance, participant V used networking as an opportunity to have conversations 

that may be more difficult in a formal setting.  

Subtheme 2: Interacting with Other Principals. The definition for Subtheme 2 

under coping through networking is about the act of interacting with peer principals. It 

provides a source of empathy for some and yet, a source of struggle for others.  

Very few participants expressed a successful history of networking with other 

principals to get support for coping with stress. However, two participants expressed the 

positive side of confiding in and depending on someone who understands exactly what 

principals do on the job every day. Although each experience is unique and different, 

there is some comradery in knowing someone else is experiencing similar difficulties. In 

finding someone who experiences similar stressful situations, empathy is present. 

Validation was another reason a few participants expressed interaction with other 

principals as a way to cope with stress.  

However, most of the participants declared they do not depend on networking 

opportunities with their peers to cope with workplace stress. Participant N said, 

“[Depending on each other for support is] still rare in the profession for principals to 

really let each other see just how bad it is.” And another said, “I don't think 

administrators do that very well, to connect with each other” (Participant A). 
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Participants shared several barriers that get in the way of being able to provide the 

support needed from one another. Those barriers included time, scheduling, competition, 

trust, and protecting the reputation of the school and principal. One participant shared 

scheduling as a barrier and said it this way, “The biggest barrier is scheduling. There, 

aren't times in an administrator’s schedule that say, ‘Hey, go connect with your colleague’ 

(Participant A).  

More specifically, many participants identified time as a barrier to networking 

with other principals.  

I mean, that's the time to be able to pick up the phone and, and make a phone call 

and, and ask for support. And then the flip side of it is you don't want to maybe 

feel like, you don't want to bother somebody during their day or anything like that 

because they may be dealing with something, as well. (Participant C) 

Another participant explained it is about time to build the trust necessary to truly 

trust another principal with information you may need to share in able to feel supported.  

The next participant explained the need to protect the colleague from the stress 

explaining they understand the other principal has their own problems and are reticent to 

add to the other principal’s load.  

I mean it's just that whole idea of, you know how much stress you have on you, 

and you know how much time you have in the day. So, for you to take time away 

from another principal, and become a burden to them with how ... I mean, it's how 

I would feel. But I mean I just, I think that's heavy. And you don't want to do that. 

(Participant N) 
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Subtheme 3: Interactions seen as Opportunities, not Threats. The final 

subtheme supporting Theme 2, Coping through Interactions, is defined as viewing the 

multifaceted job and other opportunities as a means for growth, learning, networking, and 

relationship building and how those things may curb stressful outcomes.  

Participant V described several ways they use opportunities presented to them as 

growth and networking opportunities. The first quote from this participant described the 

positive side of the multifaceted job, described in research as producing role overload; 

however, participant V viewed it as an opportunity rather than a threat.  

[There is] joy in the multifaceted job. Before I was involved with school 

administration, I didn't realize how involved this position can be in a lot of 

different ways. And the influence that you have not only on classroom instruction, 

but teacher development, managing staff, [and] creating a vision, for the school. 

(Participant V) 

The unpredictability of the job of principal was a common topic among 

participants as they shared it can be an uplifting part of the job. In knowing the day is 

unpredictable some participants accepted each opportunity as it came as invigorating.  

Another opportunity presented to principals is networking with others. The next 

participant asserted the view that networking with other professionals is therapeutic.  

Staying in touch with fellow professionals, staying in touch with current research, 

keeping up with trends, not only in [name of state] and education, but around the 

country. I'm an adjunct professor at [university name]. And I've been teaching 

classes there for 10 years. And it really is a joy to go into one of those classes, 

whether it'd be a supervision class, a budget class in introduction, administration, 
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educational administration class, and just talking about what you do every day. I 

didn't realize how cathartic it could be. (Participant V) 

Participant V expressed deep joy in being able to network with so many others outside 

the regular circle at school. While many might see this as extending the job and adding to 

a load, which is already difficult, Participant V affirmed they receive more from the 

experience than their students.  

Getting involved outside the school community can be very positive and worth 

the time one puts in to the experience. One participant offered advice for other school 

principals about getting involved with something bigger outside of the workplace and the 

opportunity the experience brings.  

That's a resource. I think it's so important that a school building leader has, if they 

can get involved with something bigger than themselves, get themselves out of 

that school building, perhaps in a college or university level, just to teach a class 

or be connected to some of the professors there. What a blessing that is. 

(Participant V) 

Finally, the same participant pontificated about the need to understand that one 

can view each opportunity before them as something devastating or something that makes 

them stronger and a better leader in the end. The participants cited the need to look at 

each opportunity as a learning moment and focusing on that aspect rather than a failure or 

threat.  

Theme 3: Coping through Understanding (Social Astuteness) 

The third major theme brought the study to an important concept about 

understanding the workplace and lessening stress levels. The definition for Theme 3 is 
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understanding the landscape of the school in terms of the people and the programs and 

practices, lessens the levity stress can bring.  

Theme 3 has a strong connection to the interpersonal facet of interpersonal 

political skill titled social astuteness. Social astuteness is the ability to observe and to be 

keenly aware of diverse social situations. Leaders understand their social behavior and 

others through various social settings. They are highly self-aware and self-reflective. 

These individuals are also frequently described as those who are well adept at dealing 

with other people. Theme three encompasses the understanding of social awareness and 

finding the why, both of which can help individuals better cope with stress. Words from 

participant C summarized this theme well.   

I would say probably sharing the load more. I mean I know that there are people 

that are better at being able to get people to do some of those things and do them 

well. I guess that's something I think about often is just, "How can I get better at, 

getting people to understand, how we want to accomplish things?" (Participant C) 

Subtheme 1: Social Awareness. The definition for Subtheme 1 is understanding 

how others prefer to work and interact allows the school leader to control the interactions, 

alleviating stress levels for the leader. The following participant equated this to cracking 

the code and said it this way:     

I would say it's about cracking the code. It's about bringing out the best of the 

scenario, but also the best of the people. So, it's sort of, figuring a person out, 

being a good read of a person so you get a sense of what motivates them, what 

their desires are, what their struggles are, so that you can get them and the 

experience to an even higher, better level. When there's success and you see 
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someone who's achieving more, serving students better, whatever it might be, or 

you know it’s, "Ah, look, this was the hidden sort of, source of motivation for this 

person." You, stumble upon it, and you see you know, sort of, a left turn become a 

right turn and there's good things that come from that… (Participant P) 

Another participant pointed out the difficulties when a principal is not able to read 

people or bring them together to promote success. On the other hand, when you can do it, 

this participant underscores the success that can follow.   

I just think if you don't have that skill, the, the ability to understand people in the 

workplace and how you can move [them] and make those personalities come 

together, you cannot move forward. The relationship piece I think is the most 

important, but most underrated thing of any group. If you can get people to work 

together and for a purpose greater than their own, you will become extremely 

successful. (Participant I) 

Sometimes being socially aware means setting aside one’s own ideas to meet the 

needs of the group. Some participants shared this notion. In addition to knowing how 

followers prefer to be communicated with is a big part of being socially aware of the 

needs of people.  

But it was interesting to see where I was maybe wrong or a little off about how 

people like to be communicated with and how they like to communicate. So, you 

know, it takes time and that takes relationship building to know, "Okay, for this 

person I need to be just very direct and I can be blunt with this person. This 

person I really kind of have to go there softly and gently and, you know, any piece 
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of criticism they're going to take extremely personally, whereas this person, I 

know they can separate [the two]" (Participant T) 

Participants also expressed that practicing social awareness is stress relieving 

when using it to be proactive in problem solving, especially when the principal has 

teachers who they can count on to warn them of pending distress. Being socially aware of 

one’s staff and being able to connect them in strategic ways was identified as fulfilling 

and stress relieving.   

Subtheme 2: Finding the Why. Without understanding and staying connected to 

why one becomes a school leader, stress can seem stronger. Being aware of the why and 

staying aware are crucial. The definition for Subtheme 2 of coping through understanding 

is reconnecting with why one goes into educational leadership can remind the principal of 

the higher purpose for doing the job and verifies for them the difficult job is worth the 

struggle. The participants words speak for themselves loudly and clearly in this important 

subtheme.  

The joys I experience, I honestly feel like I am in a job that is a vocation. 

Education has been a passion of mine. I figured out pretty early on in my career 

that it's something that, you know, I want to spend the rest of my life doing. So, 

the joys come from doing something that brings great fulfillment to me 

personally, and it also comes through working with our students and our faculty 

and the opportunity to be involved in a profession that allows you to serve and 

help other people is something also that brings me joy. (Participant S) 

Along those same lines, participants expressed the importance of witnessing and 

being part of student and teacher engagement and how that acts as a lessening of stress 
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levels. Getting away from the deskwork and taking time to reflect upon why they do what 

they do, sustains principals. Lastly, this participant recalls the endless hours of hard work 

to welcome students back to the building. The outcome of that planning reminded them 

of their why.   

All the planning, all the meetings, all the Zoom calls, all the late nights were 

worth it when those first kids, you know, walked back through the door and they 

were happy to be here. It's the joys of the mission, of doing something that you 

love and something you believe in. (Participant T) 

Theme 4: Coping by Inspiring Trust and Confidence in Others (Apparent Sincerity) 

The fourth major theme identified in the analysis is about the principal’s actions, 

what that inspires, and how it can help them cope with stress. The definition for Theme 4 

is inspiring confidence and trust emboldens leaders to carefully manage stress. The 

connection with the interpersonal political skill of apparent sincerity fits perfectly 

because one needs to appear sincere to inspire trust and confidence. As a reminder, 

apparent sincerity is displaying unwavering levels of integrity, authenticity, sincerity, and 

genuineness; while being honest, transparent, and straightforward. Consequently, those 

high in apparent sincerity do not use manipulation or coercion to get what they need. By 

inspiring trust and confidence in others, followers know there is someone in charge and 

leading the group. One participant stated it this way: 

But it has to be this feeling that there's someone who is controlling the rudder, 

someone at the steering wheel, someone who's pointing us in the right direction. I 

hope that's the feeling they get. I'm sure it's not all the time, but I hope that's the 

feeling that they get. (Participant V) 
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Another participant spoke of leadership, the multiple roles, and the importance of 

inspiring confidence to get work done.  

Being a principal or an educational administrator in multiple roles, you're 

responsible for all you can control. But also held accountable for a great deal 

that's beyond your control. And I think it's how you manage that, that yes, can be 

stressful, but can also lead to great success because it inspires confidence from 

other individuals uh, it gets the work done. (Participant P) 

Subtheme 1: Being Sincere and Genuine. The first subtheme speaks directly 

about the importance of apparent sincerity. The definition of Subtheme 1is faking 

sincerity can cause more stress for individuals; being genuine can act as a buffer between 

stress and the individual.  

It is important that principals are not seen as faking their demeanor because this 

participant says it cannot be sustained.   

I don't know how long you can fake sincerity. You can do that for a day, for a 

week, for a month, but as a principal because, you know, it's like a baseball season 

we're in every day, you know, the good times, the bad, the rainy days, the sunny 

days. So, I don't think you can fake it. (Participant O) 

The next participant expressed the fact that stakeholders will see through 

insincerity and how that impedes success.  

Because if you're not sincere and passionate about where you are at the time and 

what your job is at the time, I can't see you being successful. Because I think 

people have to see you as the leader who is invested as much, if not more than 

them. So, if you're not invested in, you're not sincere about your approach, then 
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you know, like they always say you can fool people sometimes you can't fool kids 

will see right through you. (Participant V) 

Moreover, participants shared the importance of showing sincerity and being 

genuine, specifically through authenticity and transparency. While there is a need to be 

vulnerable and transparent participants cautioned there is a fine line between being 

sincere and sharing too much. Along the same lines, one participant shared that being 

sincere and genuine can be more stressful because they guard themselves about what they 

are communicating to stakeholders.  

Subtheme 2: Not Inspiring Trust and Confidence. On the other side of 

inspiring trust and confidence is the problem of not inspiring those feelings and the 

detriment of that behavior. Although this subtheme speaks to the negative side of the 

fourth major theme, it appeared enough in the analysis that it was worth including as part 

of the research. The definition for Subtheme 2 is some leaders engage in behaviors that 

do not inspire trust and confidence, decreasing their ability to manage stress.  

If the principal is pulling away from faculty and staff, staff members may 

misperceive why the principal is acting in ways that do not inspire trust and confidence. 

Rather than trust and confidence, followers may draw incorrect conclusions.  

If I'm like withdrawn or shutdown, that teacher could think, "Well, maybe, what 

did I do? Did I do something?" And if that is communicated in such a way can 

have a negative effect on people's own perception of their job performance, 

potentially. They could look at me from the outside and draw a conclusion based 

upon what I'm modeling or not about how it perhaps impacts them. (Participant S) 
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When not inspiring trust and confidence in situations, followers may simply give 

up and let the principal do the work. Disconnection can be another feeling followers have 

when principals are not inspiring trust and confidence through their behavior.  

And then they can feel as not connected to me, which is really important as a 

leader, that they feel like you support them and they're connected to you. And so, 

when I'm stressed, then they, you know, feel disconnected from me. So, I have to 

be really aware of my stress and how I'm managing it so that I don't create 

dissonance between me and the staff. And like my awareness of my stress is key 

on a regular basis. But when I'm not aware I know immediately that creates a 

level of dissonance and I don't see people, I always see tasks when I'm stressed. 

(Participant G) 

Another outcome of the lack of trust and confidence between principals and their 

staffs is the tendency to stay away or retreat. The following participant speaks of the 

importance of the avoidance of creating this type of environment.  

They recognize it when it's happening, and then they have a tendency to stay back 

or stay away. And I don't like to send that message and I don't want that to 

happen. But that is automatically just what happens. They can sense it and they 

feel it because they know that most of the time I'm upbeat and I'm keeping it 

positive and I'm keeping it moving. And when they see that they're not getting that 

from me, they know there's a problem. And so they have a tendency just to stay 

away. And I don't want that. I don't want to create that kind of environment. So 

that is very important for me to make sure that I take the time to walk away so 

that I'm not doing that. (Participant D) 
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Theme 5: Coping through Connecting (Interpersonal Influence) 

The fifth major theme identified through the data analysis is coping through 

connecting with others. The definition for this theme is, by connecting with others, 

people gain a sense of confidence that they can control the processes and outcomes of 

interactions. Theme 5 has an outcome connection with the facet of interpersonal political 

skill titled interpersonal influence. Thereby, if principals are coping by connecting with 

others, they form relationships which allows them to engage in interpersonal influence.  

Those exhibiting this facet are defined as having a style that emanates one of 

strength yet exudes subtlety, at the same time, convincing, which goes a long way in 

influencing others. They are highly flexible with an innate ability to change others' 

behavior dependent upon the situation while trying to influence others to act in specific 

ways. One must build relationships to influence others and the behavior of their 

followers.  

The participants expressed this major theme best in their own words. One 

explained that sometimes principals destress by getting feedback from those they work 

closest with in their jobs. Feedback can validate a chosen direction or cause a pivot in 

where they were going strategically. Some principals underscored the importance of 

confiding often with members of the administrative team. Additionally, those 

relationships might involve close relationships with others in the building.  

Some participants expressed the importance of building relationships with all 

stakeholders which later allows for interpersonal influence to occur.  

I think this is all about forging relationships in school building and the 

relationship between a building leader and the student's relationship between the 
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faculty and staff and the building leader relationship of parents, relationship of 

alumni and school building leader. All these factors add up to our vision, a 

product of our vision and our school, and mission as well. So, relationships are 

[of] primary importance to me. (Participant V) 

Another participant expressed similar sentiments.  

I would say the second thing is being able to build relationships with my staff, my 

support staff, my faculty, custodians, etc. And I think just in these [number] of 

years building relationships, and like really learning about who they are as people, 

and what they bring to the site has been awesome. And I would say the third thing 

of course…but I think the most important is building those connections or 

relationships with students. (Participant M) 

As relationships form and become closer, there is a sense of wanting to take care of the 

people you care about.  

I think, part of what I love to do every day is just to try to make everybody's lives 

a little bit easier. Let teachers know that I care about them and when I'm doing, 

that’s when I feel my best. When I'm talking to kids in the hallway and letting 

them know that their principal isn't just somebody who sits in an office, that 

[gender] cares about them. And [gender] is interested in their life, and what their 

name is. (Participant N) 

Theme 6: Little Awareness of Using Interpersonal Political Skill or its Benefits 

The sixth major theme was one of the first themes uncovered very early on in the 

process and verified as the analysis proceeded. It was a topic journaled about while the 

interviews were taking place and memoed about when the coding and theming occurred. 
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It became a recurring problem to me that although participants scored high on the 

Political Skill Inventory (see Table 2), the data continued to show principals were not 

aware of interpersonal political skill or its benefits. Therefore, Theme 6 was one that 

culminated the study and was defined as principals may not understand the benefits of 

practicing interpersonal political skill nor the paybacks.   

 When participants were asked about interpersonal political skill, after its merits 

were explained, the answers were varied and not usually positive. For example: 

I think it creates a lot more stress. I think if you're doing your job well, then you're 

doing those things. And not all administrators do that, because those items take a 

lot of work. They are you know, you don't sit at your desk and get those things 

checked off a list. I just think political skill is just absolutely a ton of work. I think 

that's why a lot of people don't do it. It's just a lot of work. I really haven't been 

involved with too many principals who are really good at that. (Participant N) 

Another participant expressed the very idea of using interpersonal political skill as 

a huge source of stress even though this participant scored a 4.83 on the PSI, while the 

lowest score of the participants, it is labeled higher than average political skill.  

And I'm supposed to do all those things? I'm stressed out by that (laughs). I'm 

supposed to be really good at all those things? That's stressful (laughs). To even 

know that there's, like, a rating or a rubric, or you're being judged on that, that to 

me is stressful. (Participant E) 

Some principals practice interpersonal skill on occasion while for others it is part 

of who they are as a school leader. “I think there are the principals who can do it on 

occasion. And I think all principals can do it on occasion. But then I think there are the 
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principals who, it's a part of, of everything they do (Participant N). The idea that some 

principals use interpersonal political skill occasionally, and some use it all the time, was 

expressed by only one participant. Out of all the data collected, this was probably the 

most surprising.  

Findings 

 Qualitative research using a phenomenological design provides data to understand 

the lived experience of a certain group. For this research, I wanted to understand how 

PreK-12 principals cope with on-the-job stress using interpersonal political skill. I was 

able to collect a large body of data which helped me answer my research question. I 

ascertained that the 16 participants in this study cope with workplace stress using 

interpersonal political skill by having a sense of control, through interactions with others, 

through understanding the school dynamic socially, and through connecting with others 

and using influence. However, the caveat is that the principals have little awareness of 

their use of interpersonal political skill or its benefits. An exploration of each theme 

regarding findings follows.    

Theme 1: Coping through having a Sense of Control (Combination of Facets) 

 Having a sense of control by being organized setting priorities, moving forward, 

and acting in intentional ways acts as an antidote for coping with workplace stress. The 

participants expressed this in a multitude of ways that were interspersed with various 

facets of interpersonal political skill. The variety included setting the wheels in motion 

toward successful outcomes, recognizing and working within good stress, hiding stress to 

protect others, and maintaining a certain persona saving followers from cascading stress.  
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Theme 2: Coping through Interactions with Others (Networking) 

 Coping with stress is easier to do when principals are out of their offices and 

relating with others. The second theme connects to the interpersonal political skill facet 

called networking. Coping with stress is achieved through successful interactions with 

stakeholders, interacting with other principals, and viewing interactions as opportunities 

rather than threats.  

Theme 3: Coping through Understanding (Social Astuteness) 

 Coping through understanding the social landscape of the school lessens the 

heaviness stress can bring. The third theme connects very well with the interpersonal 

political skill facet called social astuteness. Coping through understanding included social 

awareness of the relationships within the school and remembering to revisit and reflect 

upon why the participants became school administrators.  

Theme 4: Coping by Inspiring Trust and Confidence in Others (Apparent Sincerity) 

 Inspiring trust and confidence encourages school leaders to carefully manage 

stress. Theme four is related to the interpersonal political skill facet called apparent 

sincerity, the ability to be genuine and sincere. Inspiring trust and confidence is achieved 

through a sense of being sincere and genuine. On the other hand, it was apparent in this 

theme that principals thought it was imperative to include behaviors that do not inspire 

trust and confidence as this decreases their ability to manage stress.  

Theme 5: Coping through Connecting (Interpersonal Influence) 

 Through the connection with others, principals told stories of gaining a sense of 

confidence in controlling processes and outcomes of interactions; thereby decreasing 

stress. Theme five is indirectly related to the interpersonal political skill facet called 
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interpersonal influence. It is indirect because the participants talked mainly about the 

importance of relationships building to achieve success but did not directly discuss 

influencing others through those relationships, the very definition of interpersonal 

influence.  

Theme 6: Little Awareness of Using Interpersonal Political Skill or its Benefits  

 During the interviews with participants and the discussion of interpersonal 

political skill, the idea that it has benefits for coping with stress and the lack of 

understanding of its benefits unfolded with each ensuing interview. Although great 

lengths were extended to explain interpersonal political skill during each interview, along 

with providing examples using their own stories from prior parts of the interview, many 

saw it as another thing to do, rather than something that might help.  

Therefore, the last theme is designated as the culminating theme. Although when I 

journaled about this topic very early on in the data collection, it was not apparent until the 

very end of data analysis that it was the final theme. It became the final theme because of 

the constant dilemma I faced which is described next.    

I faced a predicament early in the data collection and throughout as it became 

clear that participants were scoring in a range on the Political Skill Inventory that showed 

them to have higher than average interpersonal political skill (see Table 2). Yet the stories 

principals shared during interviews portrayed levels of stress that felt heavy and 

debilitating. For example, one participant described trying to figure out how to cope with 

on-the-job stress this way:  

I've tried everything. I've tried acupuncture. I've tried cupping. I've tried 

transcendental meditation. I've tried other types of meditation. I just feel like I'm 
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still searching for what's going to work for me. And I've yet to find it. I'm very 

unhealthy about it, and there's not a lot of coping that I do. (Participant N) 

Another participant talked about the stress they and their colleagues experience and how 

it borders on burnout.  

My perception is that principals are stressed out, burned out, and at capacity. I 

would say beyond capacity just from what I hear my colleagues mention all the 

time during our weekly Wednesday meetings. I think my perception is that most 

of us feel like we're on an island by ourselves, or like a sinking ship by ourselves, 

and there is no life jacket. So, you either dive in and just do the best you can while 

the ship sinks, or you stay on the ship while everybody drowns. You know? It's 

just, it's not a win win for anybody and you just do the best you can. (Participant 

M) 

Last, this participant revealed the reality they face is merely acquiescing to the workplace 

stress experienced.  

It's really a really hard question because I feel like I've internalized so much stress 

at this point that it automatically feels like it's normal. I've been in this work for so 

long that you don't even really realize that you are stressed. I have to work hard to 

be like, this is stress because it's so normal when everybody else is like, "That's 

not normal." (Participant G) 

 I concluded that participants had a strength in interpersonal political skill (IPS), 

given their scores on the inventory and the themes that emerged from the data, yet they 

lacked an understanding of how to harness this strength. Therefore, I see an imbalance 
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that only awareness and reflection of interpersonal political skill can rectify (see Figure 

2).  

Figure 2  

Imbalance Between IPS Level and Ability to Harness it to Cope 

                                    

In conclusion to the findings, I was able to answer the research question and 

identify how PreK-12 principals cope with on-the-job stress using interpersonal political 

skill. The participants use interpersonal political skill by having a sense of control, 

through interactions with others, through understanding the school dynamic socially, 

through connecting with others, by forming strong relationships, and practicing influence. 

With the inclusion of the final theme, I have concluded that principals have little 

awareness of their use of interpersonal political skill (IPS) or its benefits. Therefore, this 

prompted the conception of a possible solution.  

Discussion 

Connection to Scholarly Literature  

 The research detailed in this work verifies previous research about PreK-12 

principals and coping with workplace stress. It is clear from previous research coupled 
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with this research that more is needed to offer ideas to practicing principals who are 

drowning in the stress of the difficult job they face daily.  

Prior recommendations from researchers on the need for principals to rely on each 

other to cope with stress did not prove to be a viable option from most of the participants 

from the current study. Most did not use a colleague to ease their stress and those that did 

said it was difficult to do in an authentic way. Additionally, the current research study 

validates prior research which shows those high in interpersonal political skill cope with 

stress better. While this claim cannot be made here, it can be said that school leaders in 

this study are highly politically skilled, although they seem to be unaware of this strength 

and how it may be harnessed to cope better with workplace stress. Although many studies 

have been done on the benefits of interpersonal political skill and coping better with 

stress, this is the first study of which I am aware which researched the phenomenon with 

PreK-12 principals.    

Strengths and Limitations of the Research 

 Strengths of the study can be found in the phenomenological design. Interviewing 

current principals who experience on-the-job stress is paramount to understanding how 

they cope. It is through their rich storytelling that themes and subthemes were discovered 

that may have gone overlooked in a different type of study. Another strength was the use 

of the Political Skill Inventory to identify the political skill level of each participant. Had 

that step been omitted, a guessing game of their level would have ensued, and 

undoubtedly would have produced incorrect results. I could not have predicted and would 

not have predicted that all 16 participants had higher than average political skill. 
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Collecting this data made the findings richer and was part of the data that caused 

consternation throughout the collection and the analysis.  

Strength is also found in the variety and diversity of participants and their schools 

(see Table 1). All school levels were represented (elementary, middle, and high school) 

as well as private and public schools. The participants were highly educated, although 

only a master’s degree is required to be a principal, half the participants had graduate 

education beyond the master’s level. There was also an almost equal representation of 

males and females in the study. However, the ethnicity of participants was for the 

majority white, which may be a limitation.   

 Limitations of the study also included the inability to quantitatively measure 

stress levels for participants. In future studies of this kind, it would behoove researchers 

to add the Maslach Stress Inventory (MSI) to the Political Skill Inventory (PSI) as 

another quantitative measure to this type of qualitative study. By adding the MSI, future 

researchers could evaluate both the MSI and the PSI with the qualitative data to identify 

any correlations that may exist, informing other themes and subthemes.  

Summary 

 The research question was answered at the conclusion of the study. After 16 semi-

structured, open-ended interviews and the identification of the political skill level for 

each participant, along with several rounds of coding and theming data, and the continual 

use of journaling to bracket and reflect along with memoing to reflect, six themes and 

eleven subthemes provided the framework for the results of the study. The answer to the 

research question is that PreK-12 principals use interpersonal political skill to cope with 

on the job stress by having a sense of control, through interactions with others, through 
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understanding the school dynamic socially, and through connecting with others and using 

influence. However, the participants had little understanding of their use of interpersonal 

political skill or the benefits it could provide. It is through this very lack of awareness 

coupled with the strong political skill level of each participant that a solution to assisting 

PreK-12 principals in coping with workplace stress was inspired. Detailed in Chapter 

Five, building awareness and reflection both play a key role in introducing a simple 

mechanism to school districts and leaders as they search for ways to care for their school 

leaders and each other while experiencing workplace stress.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: PROPOSED SOLUTION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 On-the-job stress for PreK-12 principals is a well-researched problem with no 

documented solutions to offer school leaders for coping. For example, Darmody and 

Smyth (2016) declared a significant proportion of principals feel stressed on-the-job, 

going as far as to report that principals engage with so many responsibilities and work 

under such increasingly stressful conditions that it leads to stress levels that may cause 

burnout. Furthermore, the majority of principals experience increased stress in the 

workplace (Tikkanen et al., 2017). According to Boyland (2011), most principals 

reported moderate to high levels of pressure with 38.5% experiencing high stress, 53.6% 

experiencing moderate stress, and 7.8% experiencing low stress. The same principals 

described having experienced more stress at the time of the study than in previous years. 

Another study conducted in 2009 and 2012 also determined stress levels were increasing 

for school leaders (Klocko & Wells, 2015). Even more alarming, Osborne (2017) found 

principals experienced demands on the job that were one and a half times higher than the 

population of the time. Therefore, even as the job becomes more difficult (Crawford, 

2007; Lambersky, 2016; Sharma, 2016), little documentation exists of programs set up to 

help principals deal with on-the-job stress. A lack of documented programs for coping 

with workplace stress may lead to additional adverse outcomes into the future for leaders 

and their schools.      

Little research to date has documented solutions for helping principals to cope 

with on-the-job stress. Despite this limitation, several research studies have provided 

evidence of how workplace stress impacts principals (Boyland, 2011; Hancock et al., 

2019; Tikkanen et al., 2017), and how that stress impacts teachers, students, and others to 
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include support staff, board members, and the entire community (Kaufman, 2019; Mitani, 

2018; Poirel & Yvon, 2014). As noted in Figure 3, prior studies have shown the cascading 

stress that results from on-the-job stress for principals.  

Figure 3    

 

Cascading Effects of Principal Workplace Stress on Others 

 

 

Note. The figure is based on the research work of Kaufman, 2019; Mitani, 2018; and 

Poirel & Yvon, 2014 who asserted that workplace stress cascades from the principal to 

others. 

The lack of programs and practices to support principals in their jobs is a real-

world problem which has been highlighted more deeply given the responsibility of 

leading a school during a pandemic. The worldwide pandemic has highlighted what is 

already a stressful job, making it more stressful, even prompting 45% of secondary 

principals in the U.S. to declare they may leave the job sooner than previously planned 

given current stressful conditions and lack of support (Maxwell & Superville, 2020). 
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Ernest Logan, president of the American Federation of School Administrators, recently 

said, “There is [already] enough stress running a school every day. What you are starting 

to see is that people who would have worked until their 60s are saying, ‘You know what, 

I don’t need this aggravation” (Maxwell & Superville, 2020). Therefore, it is important 

now more than ever to find a way to help PreK-12 principals cope with workplace stress.   

The current research demonstrated that principals use interpersonal political skill 

to cope with on-the-job stress by having a sense of control, through interactions with 

others, through understanding, by inspiring trust and confidence, and through connecting 

with others. Coping with workplace stress in these ways is accomplished using one or 

more of the four facets of interpersonal political skill including social astuteness, 

interpersonal influence, networking ability, and apparent sincerity.   

Given the pervasiveness of this real-world problem, the proposed solution 

addresses the gap in the literature which fails to identify a research driven solution for 

PreK-12 principals and coping with workplace stress. The proposed solution provides 

PreK-12 principals with a supportive program that may help them cope with workplace 

stress. The solution builds awareness of interpersonal political skill for principals and 

gives them the tools necessary to reflect upon successes and challenges in coping with 

workplace stress. The solution entitled Creating Cultures of Coping (CCC) as outlined in 

this chapter provides three tiers for principals and districts to choose from for building 

awareness and providing support for coping with on-the-job stress. The implications of 

the proposed solution offer practical, research-driven, and leadership related 

consequences of the proposed solution.  
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Aim Statement 

 

The dissertation research aimed to understand the lived experiences of PreK-12 

principals and their use of interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism in 

responding to on-the-job stress. The aim was to provide recommendations to school 

district leaders and professional school administrator organizations about the effects of 

interpersonal political skill as a coping mechanism. Alternate means of support for 

principals was an additional possibility. Therefore, by using the stories of the 

participants, and through the development of themes and subthemes, a program was 

created to assist PreK-12 principals in coping with workplace stress. The program, 

Creating Cultures of Coping, can be utilized by individual school leaders, or adopted by 

entire districts.  

Proposed Solution 

 

The analysis of information from Theme 6: Little Awareness of Using 

Interpersonal Political Skill or its Benefits, alongside the higher-than-average level of 

political skill for the participants provided the impetus for what became the proposed 

solution for principals and coping with workplace stress. Although principals scored high 

on the political skill inventory, participants had little awareness of interpersonal political 

skill, nor the benefits it provides, for coping with workplace stress.  

For emphasis, principals in the study expressed concerns that using interpersonal 

political skill could cause them more stress because it is one more thing to worry about 

and put on the checklist of things to do. For example, Participant N did not understand 

how using interpersonal political skill could help and emphasized it would only add to 

their stress. Participant P added engaging in interpersonal political skill would take too 
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much time. Conversely, as evidenced in the first five themes, principals in the study are 

using interpersonal political skill (IPS) to cope, but lack awareness of its use and the 

benefits it could bring to them in coping with workplace stress.  

Building Awareness and Understanding Benefits of IPS 

 Understanding the benefits and building awareness of interpersonal political skill 

can help PreK-12 principals cope with on-the-job stress. If one is not aware of their 

actions or implications of those actions, one cannot learn and grow. To become self-aware 

is to be self-reflective; therefore, the foundation of the proposed solution begins with 

awareness through understanding and self-reflection. Lowney (2003) asserted, “Only 

those with a deeply ingrained capacity for continuous learning and self-reflection stand a 

chance of surfing the waves of change successfully” (p. 96). To continue, those who 

thrive in fast paced, constantly evolving environments need to be able to learn, innovate, 

exercise good judgment, and take responsibility for actions. These traits cannot be taught 

but instead can be learned through self-reflection (Lowney, 2003).   

 If PreK-12 principals can practice self-awareness through reflection, they will 

become more aware of the elements of interpersonal political skill that assist them in 

coping with workplace stress, and finding a balance between the two (see Figure 4). The 

CCC offers three plans for districts and leaders. Each of the plans offers between three 

and seven modules from which to choose to build a program for individual principals or 

for whole districts. The seven modules and three tiered plans discussed next include the 

Political Skill Inventory, brief tutorial, journal engagement, a one-day training, extensive 

training, ongoing coaching, and principal colleague partnering dialogues, and Tier 1, Tier 

2, and Tier 3 respectively. 
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Figure 4 

Building Awareness Causes a Balance Between IPS Level and Coping with  

Workplace Stress 

                                     

Modules for Creating Cultures of Coping 

The CCC includes seven modules existing within three different tiered plans, each 

building on the next. Each module is important to the program and all are defined in 

Table 5. The modules are not stand alone and must be utilized in conjunction with other 

modules specified in each tier (see Table 7).  

Table 5  

 

Description of Each Module for Creating Cultures of Coping 

 

Program Module Description 

Political Skill Inventory 

 

 

 

          Political Skill at Work: How to      

          Influence, Motivate, and Win    

          Support (Ferris et al., 2020) 

Principals take and score the Political Skill 

Inventory to provide a baseline of their 

personal level of interpersonal political 

skill.  

By purchasing the book, principals have 

access to the Political Skill Inventory as 

well as the latest research about 

interpersonal political skill. Chapter 8 

specifically addresses coping with 

workplace stress. 

 

Brief Tutorial Each principal is provided a brief video 

and pamphlet outlining interpersonal 
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political skill as well as how the use of the 

four facets can help cope with on-the-job 

stress.  

Journal Engagement Each principal is provided a journal page 

consisting of a checklist of ways to cope 

using interpersonal political skill and 

space to write about what they checked 

each day. 

One-Day Training Principals engage with a trainer for a five-

hour training which overviews 

interpersonal political skill and the 

benefits of using it to cope with on-the-job 

stress.  

Extensive Training Extensive training builds on the one-day 

training by providing four additional 

trainings during the school year. The four 

additional trainings provide a check in and 

additional practice with interpersonal 

political skill.  

 

Ongoing Coaching Principals have access to an approved 

specialist/coach who continues the 

conversation of using interpersonal 

political skill to cope with on-the-job 

stress. The specialist can also provide 

specialized interventions to help principals 

practice interpersonal political skill in a 

safe setting with other principals.   

Principal Colleague and Partnering 

Dialogues 

Principals will be partnered with another 

principal, who has engaged in the one-day 

training and ongoing coaching. 

 

Political Skill Inventory 

 The first module includes administration of the Political Skill Inventory (PSI, see 

Appendix B). To take the PSI, principals and districts purchase Political Skill at Work: 

How to Influence, Motivate, and Win Support (Ferris et al., 2020) through which 

principals also gain access to the latest research on interpersonal political skill, including 

a chapter devoted to coping with stress at work. The inventory is an 18-item 

questionnaire that takes just minutes to complete. Jacobson and Viswesvaran (2017) cited 
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the PSI as the most widely used instrument and most empirically validated measure for 

understanding interpersonal political skill today. The PSI uses a seven-point Likert scale 

(ranging from 1 = strongly disagree, to 7 = strongly agree) to determine a person's level 

of interpersonal political skill (Ferris et al., 2020). The inventory provides a systematic 

means for measuring the level of interpersonal political skill.  

After principals take the PSI, the program provides each school leader an outline 

with personalized ways to build upon strengths and improve their use of interpersonal 

political skill specifically by attribute. 

Brief Tutorial 

 The second module is a brief tutorial. A brief tutorial consists of a one-hour  

web-based video describing the facets of interpersonal political skill and how each assists 

PreK-12 principals in coping with workplace stress. Each principal also receives a digital 

outline describing the information outlined in the video. Part of the brief tutorial and 

digital outline also offers information for engaging with the journal, discussed next.  

Journal Engagement 

 The third module is journal engagement. Principals receive a journal format that 

consists of a checklist at the top of the page with room for reflection using the checklist 

and reflections questions (see Table 6). The checklist includes attributes and nuances of 

the five themes, or ways participants in this research used interpersonal political skill to 

cope with workplace stress. To build awareness of successfully using interpersonal 

political skill as a coping mechanism, principals use the preformatted journal page to do 

two things. One is to check off all the ways they practiced using interpersonal political 

skill on a given day, week, or whatever period they decide to reflect upon. The second is 
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to use the question prompts to reflect about how they felt in identifying the skill and 

coping. For example, a principal might check off four of the attributes but focus on 

networking and finding their why. They might write something like, I am glad I got out in 

the building today and spent time with students. They always have a way of reminding me 

of why I wanted to be a principal in the first place. The conversation I had with those 

students reminded me that the stress I experience on this job make it all worth it in the 

end. By reflecting this way, I grew in my awareness of using interpersonal political skill 

to cope with on-the-job stress and I understand the benefit of the time spent networking 

with others.   

Table 6 

 

Checklist for Engaging with Interpersonal Political Skill to Cope with Workplace Stress 

 

Date: 

 

Check all that Apply 

 

Coping through having a Sense of Control (Combination of the Facets):  

 

_____Organized for the day 

_____Set priorities 

_____Moved forward 

_____Acted in intentional ways 

_____Planned for success to happen 

_____Recognized good stress 

_____Hid stress  

_____Appropriately maintained a particular persona 

 

Coping through Interactions with Others (Networking): 

 

_____Spent time out and about in the building relating with others 

_____Interacted with stakeholders 

_____Interacted and networked with a principal colleague 

_____Viewed interactions as opportunities, not threats 

_____Viewed the multifaceted job as an opportunity for growth and learning 

_____Viewed opportunities as a means for networking and relationship building 
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Coping through Understanding (Social Astuteness): 

 

_____Spent time understanding the landscape of the school, people, and programs 

_____Understood how others prefer to work and interact 

_____Helped navigate interactions between others 

_____Reconnected with my why 

_____Rekindles with the higher purpose of my job 

_____Found verification for the reasons I do what I do 

 

Coping by Inspiring Trust and Confidence in Others (Apparent Sincerity): 

 

_____Inspired trust and confidence in others 

_____Was sincere and genuine in interactions with others 

_____Was sincere and genuine in behaviors 

 

Coping through Connection (Interpersonal Influence): 

 

_____Connected with others through my words 

_____Connected with others through my actions 

 

Use the following questions as prompts for your reflection: 

 

1. How did I build awareness for myself about using interpersonal political skill to 

cope with workplace stress? 

 

2. What benefits did I derive from using interpersonal political skill to cope with 

workplace stress? 

 

One-Day Training 

 The fourth module is a one-day training. The goal of the one-day training is to 

provide a more in-depth understanding of the facets of interpersonal political skill and 

presents ways the facets help PreK-12 principals cope with on-the-job stress. A one-day 

training is not the preferred method of training to learn about interpersonal political skill 

(Ferris et al., 2020); however, it can provide a deeper understanding of interpersonal 

political skill than the brief tutorial.  
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Extensive Training  

 The fifth module comprises extensive training. The extensive training 

encompasses the one-day training, discussed previously, and adds four additional check-

in trainings during the school year. The additional trainings provide timely and pertinent 

practice to utilizing the four attributes of interpersonal political skill, recommended by 

Ferris et al. (2020). Also, the trainings are personally geared toward the needs of those 

attending, which is determined through feedback attained from those involved in the 

module.  

Ongoing Coaching 

The sixth module, ongoing coaching, is used to provide check-ins for individuals 

and to provide support and feedback to individual principals as well as for the colleague 

partnering dialogues, discussed next. By having a specialist or coach trained to engage in 

conversations about interpersonal political skill and coping with workplace stress, 

principals feel more supported. The coach can also check in to ensure principals are 

engaging with their assigned principal colleague, introduced next. Lastly, the coach 

provides specialized interventions to help principals practice interpersonal political skill 

in a safe setting with other principals. 

Principal Colleague Partnering Dialogues 

  In the seventh module, principals are paired with another principal colleague who 

has engaged in the one-day training, the extensive training, ongoing coaching, and each 

must be outside the other’s networks. The partnership should allow principals to share 

with each other in a way that they cannot do with colleague principals within their 
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network. The specifics of each tier and the reasoning for the configuration of each tier is 

outlined next. 

Tiers for Creating Cultures of Coping 

 The CCC program offers three different tiers from which principals and districts 

choose based on their individualized needs (see Table 7). While Tier 3 offers the most 

comprehensive plan available, the needed materials and experiences to jumpstart 

awareness building and understanding the benefits of interpersonal political skill in 

coping with workplace stress are also achieved using Tier 1 and 2.   

Tier 1  

Tier 1 includes the book purchase, the administration of the Political Skill 

Inventory, the brief digital tutorial and outline, and journal engagement. In Tier 1, 

principals receive the basics of getting starting building awareness and understanding the 

benefits interpersonal political skill and coping with workplace stress.  

Tier 2  

 In Tier 2, principals receive all the benefits of Tier 1 with the added component of 

a more all-encompassing one-day training about interpersonal political skill. The one-day 

training will add to their tool box and give them more skills to use when dealing with 

workplace stress and gives them a more comprehensive understanding of interpersonal 

political skill. With a deeper understanding, principals may be able to reflect deeper 

during their journal engagements and become more deeply aware of how they use 

interpersonal political skill to cope and the benefits derived from their actions.  
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Tier 3  

With the implementation of Tier 3, principals receive all the benefits of Tier 1 and 

Tier 2 with the addition of three important components. The three added components 

include the extensive training, ongoing coaching, and a principal colleague, outside of 

their network to partner with in dialogue. Tier 3 offers the broadest plan for building 

awareness of the use of interpersonal political skill and its benefits; therefore, it is the 

most advantageous choice. With the addition of four strategically designed training 

sessions, a coach specializing in coping with stress through political skill, and the 

partnership of a colleague outside the network, awareness of coping skills soars.  

Table 7 

 

Tier Choices for Creating Cultures of Coping 

 

Tier 1 Tier 2 Tier 3 

-Book purchase and 

Political Skill 

Inventory 

-Brief Tutorial  

-Journal Engagement 

- Book purchase and 

Political Skill 

Inventory 

-Brief Tutorial 

-Journal Engagement 

-One Day Training 

 

- Book purchase and 

Political Skill 

Inventory 

-Brief Tutorial 

-Journal Engagement 

-One Day Training 

-Extensive Training  

-Ongoing Coaching 

-Principal Colleague 

Partnering Dialogues 

 

Evidence that Supports the Solution 

 During the analysis phase of the current research study, participants words 

became the foundation for the conception of Creating Cultures of Coping. Participants 

shared stories that created the ideas for the modules behind the program. Additionally, 

previous research about interpersonal political skill and coping with workplace stress 
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assisted in the creation of the program and solution. Evidence that supports the solution is 

acknowledged next through each of the modules.  

Political Skill Inventory 

 The participants involved in the study were very interested in learning more about 

interpersonal political skill and several expressed an interest in learning more from the 

book when it was offered to them at the end of the interview. Several talked about getting 

the book and discovering their own political skill level as a means of learning more about 

themselves. Therefore, when presented with the opportunity, participants were eager to 

learn more about interpersonal political skill and how it may help them cope with on-the-

job stress. Moreover, Ferris et al. (2020) asserted a person must understand and know 

their interpersonal political skill before they can understand where to focus efforts to 

improve.    

Brief Tutorial 

 The brief tutorial is the shortest and easiest option for principals to step into the 

tenants of the CCC. By providing a brief overview of how principals use interpersonal 

political skill to cope, the participant worries about “adding another to do to the list” is 

virtually eliminated. While some participants expressed great interest in learning more, 

offering a brief tutorial to begin the program rather than the one-day or more extensive 

training can get them started on the path to success without taking away valuable time 

that they just do not have to spare. For example, Participant Q expressed time as a luxury 

they do not have to squander on extras:    

I could always use more time (laughs). I often feel there's not enough time to get 

things done. I mean, my mantra is I never plan to do anything between 8:30 and 
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2:30, because something's going to blow up. So, anything I'm going to do (laughs) 

for my own research or work has to be before school starts or after the campus 

empties out. Because just during the school day something's going to happen. So 

yeah, time is a struggle. And then time leads to stress though, because when I'm 

sitting in my desk until 11 o'clock at night, that's not healthy either. 

Journal Engagement 

 Engaging in journal writing was reflected upon early in the memoing done during 

the analysis phase of the research. As part of the proposed solution, it was apparent that 

time for reflection was needed. However, the journaling needed to be focused and 

specific. It needed a purpose and a format (see Table 6). Participant G expressed the 

importance of awareness of stress this way:  

And so, when I'm stressed, then they [staff members] feel disconnected from me. I 

have to be really aware of my stress and how I'm managing it so that I don't create 

dissonance between me and the staff. And like my awareness of my stress is key 

on a regular basis. But when I'm not aware I know immediately that creates a 

level of dissonance and I don't see people, I always see tasks when I'm stressed.  

Participant V brought up the importance of journaling and learning from how one 

handles stressful situations:  

Over the weekend, I was giving myself pep talks. You know, writing in a journal 

saying these are the things I have to be aware of. These are the things that are 

happening to me right now. How is this going to make me stronger? How is this 

going to improve me as a school building leader in a [type of school] school?  
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Additionally, Dickel (2010) summarized information about self-reflection that 

enlightened part of how this journal engagement took shape. Specifically, engaging with 

in-the-moment reflection, reflection-in and on-action, personalistic reflection, and critical 

reflection would be the perfect solutions for PreK-12 principals contemplating how they 

use interpersonal political skill to cope with workplace stress. In providing the format 

with the checklist, at the very least, principals can check off how they engaged in 

interpersonal political skill to cope with workplace stress, even if they do not have time to 

do the writing about that experience at the moment it happens.  

One-Day Training 

Although training may add to a principal’s job load, hence adding stress to an 

already stressful job, there is a need for training about interpersonal political skill (IPS). 

For example, none of the participants in the current study expressed that they had prior 

exposure to IPS before the interview and administration of the Political Skill Inventory. 

One participant even spoke about the lack of preparation in her principal preparation 

courses for coping with workplace stress. The participant said: 

I sure would have appreciated, "Okay, these are some strategies you can do when 

you're getting yelled at." And, "This is how you can help teachers mediate the 

problems that they have between each other." I don't feel like we're preparing 

people quite enough for that. And I think it trickles down to teachers, too. I don't 

think we're preparing them well enough for how to handle workplace stress at all.  

(Participant A) 
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While a one-day training is not enough to learn more about interpersonal political skill, 

and is not the preferred mode offered by Ferris et al. (2020), a one-day exposure is a 

gateway to understanding more deeply how it may help them cope with workplace stress.   

Extensive Training  

 Evidence supporting the need for extensive training goes back to what was 

presented under the one-day training. However, additional evidence for the extensive 

training and ongoing coaching comes from the authors and seminal researchers of 

interpersonal political skill (IPS). Ferris et al. (2020) contends training cannot happen by 

merely practicing political skill and hoping one will get better at IPS. Instead, the training 

must happen over time and be done in a deliberate way. The authors asserted deliberate 

practice occurs when someone attempts to learn new skills that are just outside their 

ability level. Deliberate practice can be difficult because it requires some discomfort, 

planning, and feedback to experience success.  

Ongoing Coaching 

To reach the level of discomfort and to receive constructive feedback, a good 

coach or mentor must be enlisted (Ferris et al., 2020). For additional emphasis, the 

authors highlighted there “are few skills where the presence of a teacher/mentor is more 

important than political skill” (p. 54). Therefore, the research of Ferris et al. (2020) 

supports the idea of a coach working with principals to support them in improving their 

interpersonal political skill, which leads to coping better with workplace stress.  

Principal Colleague and Partnering Dialogues 

Principals partnering with others outside of their own network was an idea 

envisioned after studying previous research and from listening to participants. Ten of the 
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sixteen participants in this study stated they do not depend on colleagues for support due 

to protecting their own reputation, the reputation of the school, competition between the 

school, or trust. At the same time, ten of the participants asserted the importance of 

having a colleague principal to talk to because of the comradery in the relationship, 

meaning someone who experiences the same types of stressors on the job.  

Several participants expressed noteworthy success in sharing with a colleague 

principal outside of their network. Participant S expressed the comfort in being free to 

talk to this colleague openly and honestly because they were not afraid the colleague 

would think less of them or their school, they were not competing for resources, and they 

felt assured that the information shared was held in confidence. After all, if one is sharing 

with a colleague who has no connection with another’s professional network, a principal 

may be freer to share the authentic nature of their work. Therefore, the idea of partnering 

principals with colleagues outside of their own network was construed.  

Evidence that Challenges the Solution 

 Evidence that challenges the proposed solution also comes from the current 

research and previous research. The sheer amount of stress principals endure daily gives 

evidence that challenges the solution of introducing one more thing for them to do; 

especially when considering implementation of Tiers 2 and 3.  

For example, during the interviews and subsequent coding of the data, it was clear 

that the participants in this study experience workplace stress that mirrors what previous 

researchers contended in the past. A summary of past research and the current research 

are provided in Table 8. Using the participants own words, causes and sources of stress 

were expressed in a similar way to what previous research presented. For example, 
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Participant V emphasized, “[Being a school principal] is like being the mayor of a small 

city.” 

Prior research and current participant words propose a challenge for the proposed 

solution of the CCC. Current principals are under so much stress, it may be difficult to  

convince them that this may be a real viable solution to help them cope with the very 

stress that may keep them away from committing to the proposed solution. Consequently, 

the current pandemic has exacerbated two things, the amount of stress PreK-12 principals 

experience daily, and school districts that are searching for ways to support principals 

now more than ever. However, as Participant S expressed in an email to me during 

member-checking, they found the interview itself to be stress relieving. Perhaps 

principals will feel the same about Tier 2 and Tier 3 and will experience the time put into 

the program is stress relieving.   

Table 8 

Causes of On-the-Job Stress Identified from Previous Research and Participants’ Words 

Providing Evidence that Challenges the Solution 

Stressor Previous Research 

Support 

Participants Words 

Role Overload and Role 

Conflict 

Bausaert et al., 2016; 

Darmody, & Smith, 2016; 

Hancock et al., 2019 

“Being a principal or an 

educational administrator in 

multiple roles, you're responsible 

for all you can control. But also 

held accountable for a great deal 

that's beyond your control. I think 

that that's, that's certainly a major 

source of stress” (Participant P). 

 

Lack of Social Support Bausaert et al., 2016; Bauer 

et al., 2019; Hancock et al., 

2019 

“You're dealing with lots of 

different constituents, faculty, 

parents, other administrators, and 

one of the greatest challenges is, 

you know, getting everybody on 
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the same page or when there's 

disagreements in the community, 

oftentimes it lands on [the 

principal’s] desk. You’re dealing 

with all those different people, 

our school is a thousand students, 

and so that's 2000 parents, and so 

it's a large group. The challenge 

or stress can sometimes come 

from, you know, having to make 

those decisions that are connected 

to lots of groups of people” 

(Participant S). 

 

Weak Teacher Performance Boyland, 2011; Klocko & 

Wells, 2015 

“We are supervising people who 

are near retirement age. We're 

supervising people of middle age, 

people right out of college. That's 

a challenge every day and, you 

know, people come from all 

walks of life, very diverse. ‘How 

do you get them all in on the 

same page? So that's a challenge” 

(Participant P). 

 

Inadequate performance or 

criticism from staff 

Klocko & Wells, 2015; 

Poirel & Yvon, 2014 

“And we try to stay consistent on 

policies and, and things like that. 

But when you have an 

administrator who kind of goes 

rogue or bucks the system, or 

kind of just says, ‘Well, I'm just 

going to do whatever I want 

anyway.’ That's probably the most 

stressful part of it” (Participant 

A). 

 

Lack of resources Hancock et al., 2019; 

Klocko & Wells, 2015; 

Wells & Klocko, 2015 

“The first [cause of stress] is 

finances” (Participant J). 

Accountability from federal 

and state measures 

Kafele, 2019; Mitani, 2018; 

Wells, 2016 

“One of the major things is the 

red tape of getting things done, 

the bureaucracy of a large district 

is definitely a major challenge” 

(Participant G). 
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Student problems, parent 

pressure, and, or pressure 

from various community 

members 

Hancock et al., 2019; 

Kafele, 2019; Klocko & 

Wells, 2015 

“The dynamic with the parents is 

absolutely something that I 

believe is going to push a lot of 

people out of education 

eventually” (Participant N). 

 

   

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

 There are several options and timelines available for school districts and 

individual principals to engage in the program, Creating Cultures of Coping (see Table 

9). Presented next is the implementation plan for each tier of the program. While other 

options exist for moving forward with the program, the following information presents an 

ideal plan for each tier. Following the implementation plan by tier are the factors and 

stakeholders related to the implementation of the CCC.  

Tier 1 Implementation  

 The ideal implementation plan for Tier 1 is simple and is the most individualized. 

Principals are invited to purchase the Ferris et al. (2020) book, take the Political Skill 

Inventory, and score it according to the directions in the book. After identifying their 

political skill level, they might read the book, paying special attention to Chapter 3: 

Developing Political Skill and Chapter 8: Managing Job Stress.  

Next, the CCC program provides the link to the on-line brief tutorial and digital 

outline of how PreK-12 principals use interpersonal political skill to cope with on-the- 

job stress. At the end of the tutorial and as part of the digital outline, principals receive 

directions and a template for using the journal engagement piece of the program. The 

positive side of Tier 1 includes the fact that it can begin at any time a principal is ready. 

Ideally, Tiers 2 and 3 begin with the onset of a new school year or midyear.    
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Tier 2 Implementation  

The ideal implementation plan for Tier 2 flows the same as Tier 1 with the 

addition of a one-day training. The training occurs several times throughout the year. 

Therefore, participants who begin in Tier 1 may opt into Tier 2 whenever they decide to 

engage with the one-day training.  

Tier 3 Implementation  

 The ideal implementation plan for Tier 3 is more expansive than the previous 

plans. Preferably, Tier 3 is adopted by a district and ensues with the beginning of a school 

year. However, there is also the option of starting a district with Tiers 1 and 2 prior to the 

beginning of the year and adding Tier 3 with the beginning of a school year.  

Table 9 

Timeline for Implementation of Creating Cultures of Coping Program 

 

Module Tier 1 Tier 2 Tier 3 

Book Purchase and 

Political Skill 

Inventory  

Can occur 

anytime 

Can occur 

anytime 

Begins August of School 

year 

Brief Tutorial Can occur 

anytime 

Can occur 

anytime 

August or January 

Journal Engagement Can occur 

anytime 

Can occur 

anytime 

Ongoing daily or as often 

as the principal wants to 

engage.  

One-Day Training  August or 

January 

August or January 

Extensive Training 

and Ongoing 

Coaching 

  Once per Quarter 

Principal Colleague 

and Partnering 

Dialogues 

  Monthly or more often if 

needed/desired 
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Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation  

 For individual principals choosing Tier 1 or Tier 2, the following discussion does 

not apply. If principals are choosing individually to partake in the CCC, they have 

already made the commitment to the merits of the program. However, when districts are 

considering adoption of the program, a discussion of various factors and stakeholders 

related to the implementation is integral to a successful outcome. The factors include 

financing the program, finding time to fit the program into established strategic plans, 

and resistance from stakeholders.  

The stakeholders include superintendents, principals, district office personnel, 

school boards, and other community members. It is imperative to share the importance of 

the program with decision makers, who can sell it to others, and find the money and time 

to get it done. However, another way is through a grassroots effort from principals 

themselves. All it may take is a few principals engaging in Tier 1, finding success, and 

approaching decision makers about the possibility of engaging district wide in the 

program.  

Evaluating the Outcome  

 Ideally, the first implementation of this program can take place with a pilot of ten 

principals across the country and commence at the beginning of a school year. To begin, 

the principals would engage with Tiers 1 and 2, eventually adding Tier 3. By focusing on 

a pilot group of PreK-12 principals, a baseline of interpersonal political skill can be 

documented, through the administration of the PSI. At the same time, the pilot group 

would also take the Maslach Stress Inventory for Educators (MSIE) to establish a 

baseline of workplace stress. Additionally, each member would engage with a survey or 
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interview to gain understanding of their awareness of interpersonal political skill and how 

they use it to cope with stress. At the end of the school year, post data can be collected 

using the same instruments, the PSI, the MSIE, and the survey or interview. Evaluating 

the outcome and effectiveness of the CCC occurs by analyzing and comparing the pre 

and post data. Specifically, the effectiveness of the program depends upon the data 

showing growth in the principals in terms of their awareness of interpersonal political 

skill and the benefits of using it to cope with workplace stress.   

 The same process proposed for evaluating a pilot group of principals can be 

applied to a district engaging with the program to evaluate its program effectiveness. For 

example, if a district chose to engage with all three tiers of the program, baseline data 

could be established through the same instruments as well as post data at the conclusion 

of a school year. Reports of progress can be shared with decision makers and other 

stakeholders to show success or challenge areas.     

Implications 

The implications for the CCC are numerous. The next sections overview the 

practical implications, implications for future research, and implications for leadership 

theory and practice.  

Practical Implications 

 Practical implications are numerous and easy to identify. To begin, when an 

individual principal or whole districts engage with the program, the cascading effects on 

teachers, students, and other community members may be evident. If principals begin to 

see the benefits of engaging with interpersonal political skill and using it to cope with on-

the-job stress, I posit they will be eager to share it with their own faculty and staff. As 
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faculty and staff engage, students will prosper. Although it is not a focus of this research, 

the pandemic has increased stress for everyone in a school setting, by creating a culture 

of coping, all stand to benefit. Therefore, just as cascading stress from principals to others 

was presented earlier in this work (see Figure 3), I propose that cascading coping can 

affect others in positive ways (see Figure 5) just as cascading stress affected them in 

negative ways. 

Figure 5 

 

Cascading Effects of Principal Coping on Others 

 

 

 
Note. The presumption of cascading coping from principal to others is presumed from the 

research about cascading stress overviewed in Figure 3.  

At the same time, the CCC is not limited to a school setting. By looking at the 

real-world problem through an interdisciplinary lens, it is easy to see how it could benefit 

other settings. Specifically, and especially at this time, health care workers would benefit 

greatly from this work. Additionally, I envision this program benefitting leaders and 

Principals' 
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Coping

Students' 
Coping
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others in various business settings, the military, and anywhere that workplace stress 

occurs. 

Implications for Future research 

 As mentioned in Chapter 4, the ideas and possibility of future research studying 

how PreK-12 principals use interpersonal political skill to cope with workplace stress are 

numerous. For example, adding the MSI to the original research would provide an added 

dimension to understanding the phenomenon. Additionally, I am interested in studying 

more about the colleague relationship between principals. Some participants identified a 

new trend, coming about during the pandemic, that principals have a common stressor for 

which they are relying on each other for help, when previously they would not have 

sought the support of one another. Finding commonality in a crisis is interesting and 

worth exploring further.   

 After actively theorizing about and empirically studying political skill for around 

25 years, Gerald Ferris (G. Ferris, personal conversation, September 2020), shared the 

greatest joy he experienced is in the numerous research publications including two books 

published and over 200 articles. Additionally, he expressed gratitude in seeing how others 

have developed interest in political skill and feels he and others have made a useful 

contribution to the field. However, while an array of research has been done using 

various industries, I only found and read one article involving PreK-12 education and 

none about using interpersonal political skill to cope with stress in a school setting. 

Therefore, there is a need to do more research on how interpersonal political skill is used 

in PreK-12 educational settings.   
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Additionally, I am starting to wonder about resilience and the connection it has to 

coping using interpersonal political skill and if resilience might be built using 

interpersonal political skill. For example, Wells and Klocko (2018) theorized that when 

principals developed and used coping strategies before they encountered setbacks and 

challenges inherent to the job, their workplace well-being may increase, thus increasing 

resilience. Furthermore, Wells and Klocko advocated for programs that would bolster 

well-being and resilience for principals. Further research in this area might provide data 

showing CCC provides the program of mindfulness the authors yearned for which could 

promote resilience and successful outcomes. Lastly, the pilot study described in 

evaluating the outcome of the implementation of the CCC provides the beginning of 

future research and an outline for future research about the success or challenge of 

creating a culture of coping.   

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 The CCC has implications for leadership theory and practice. First, it would be 

interesting to research how leaders with various leadership styles use interpersonal 

political skill to cope with workplace stress. Furthermore, I want to know the connections 

between leadership styles and interpersonal political skill. For example, how do servant 

leaders, transformational leaders, authentic leaders, and others connect to the four facets 

of interpersonal political skill and use them to cope in their interactions with followers.  

 When looking at implications for leadership practice, the CCC is not limited to 

school environments. Leaders of every sector and industry, where stress occurs, would 

benefit from engaging with understanding their political skill level through tutorials or 

training, journal engagement about using interpersonal political skill to cope with on-the-
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job stress, extensive training, and ongoing coaching. The implications for leaders are 

limitless.   

Summary of the Dissertation in Practice 

Stress and burnout are well-known phenomena for educational leaders and 

sometimes lead to extreme consequences for leaders, teachers, students, and school 

communities (Bausaert et al., 2016; Darmody & Smyth, 2016). As I contemplated this 

phenomenon and paired research with my own experience and that of my colleague 

principals, I was astounded at the lack of researched programs aimed at providing relief 

from the inevitable workplace stress PreK-12 principals experience. Therefore, I chose to 

learn more about interpersonal political skill to learn how principals utilized it to help 

them cope with on-the-job stress. In the next section, an overview of the current study is 

provided as are a summary of its proposed solution, an outline of the implementation and 

evaluation plans, and a review of how the study contributes to the greater good.  

Overview of the Study 

 A phenomenological study was chosen because the goal of the study was to 

understand how PreK-12 principals use interpersonal political skill to cope with on-the-

job stress. Participants for the study came from a recruitment strategy which utilized 

purposive, network, and snowball sampling using social media posts along with a 

recruitment email shared with network acquaintances. The eventual 16 participants 

participated in an interview over Zoom and took the PSI to deepen the data. Analysis was 

ongoing throughout data collection and was more formalized at the end of data collection 

using open, axial, and selective coding to determine six themes and eleven subthemes.  
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Connections became apparent during selective coding between each of the first 

five themes and the four facets of interpersonal political skill. The score and ranking of 

higher than average political skill for all participants stood out throughout data collection 

and analysis and was the impetus for the final theme in the study. Specifically, although 

the participants words and stories identified five ways they used interpersonal political 

skill to cope with workplace stress, the culminating theme tied everything together and 

became the inspiration for the proposed solution.    

Proposed Solution, Implementation, and Evaluation  

 The proposed solution was conceived slowly over time during the data analysis 

and while constructing Chapter 4. The final theme discovered during selective coding 

provided the call to action stating PreK-12 principals have little awareness of using 

interpersonal political skill or its benefits. The proposed solution seeks to build 

awareness for PreK-12 principals through engagement with interpersonal political skill in 

concrete ways through a choice of three escalating tiers (see Table 7) utilizing seven 

modules (see Table 5).  

The solution entitled Creating Cultures of Coping could be used by individual 

principals or for district wide implementation (see Table 5 and 7). The ideal 

implementation for Tiers 2 and 3 would begin with the onset of a new school year; 

however, it would also be acceptable to begin midyear. Individual principals can choose 

to begin Tier 1 at any time. 

Evaluation of the program begins with a pilot group of ten principals in various 

areas of the country with the principals engaging with Tiers 1 and 2, and eventually 

adding Tier 3. By focusing on a pilot group of PreK-12 principals, a baseline of 
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interpersonal political skill can be documented, through the administration of the PSI. 

The pilot group would also take the MSIE to establish a baseline of workplace stress. 

Additionally, each member would engage with a survey or interview to gain 

understanding of their awareness of interpersonal political skill and how they use it to 

cope with stress. Evaluating the outcome and effectiveness of the CCC occurs by 

analyzing the pre and post data. Specifically, the effectiveness of the program depends 

upon the data showing growth in the principals in terms of their awareness of 

interpersonal political skill and the benefits of using it to cope with workplace stress. The 

same evaluation process can be utilized for schools choosing to implement the program 

district wide.    

Contribution to the Greater Good 

At the beginning of the dissertation in practice journey, three major premises 

returned time and again to my thoughts. One was the overwhelming research of 

workplace stress PreK-12 principals endure with no real solutions offered to help them. 

Another was my own experience observing my colleagues and how many struggled to 

cope with the stress brought on by the job. Last, Lowney’s (2003) work about love-driven 

and heroic leadership which kept me contemplating what could be done to help PreK-12 

principals.  

More specifically, Lowney (2003) posited the success of the Jesuits was attributed 

in part to the practice of the daily examen, the long training period for recruits, the 

sabbaticals Jesuits take to reset themselves and prepare for their day-to-day roles, and the 

mentoring that occurred within the order. While these practices work for the Jesuits, I 

understand these practices are not possible for principals, or for most leaders to undertake 
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given the business of one’s daily life. Nonetheless, I wondered why so many principals 

have a difficult time coping with workplace stress. After all, many of the principals I 

knew practiced stress-relieving best practices to include prayer and meditation, exercise, 

family support, and social support. I later came to learn these methods of coping with 

stress are merely superficial and do not actually help people cope, instead they are 

considered short term remedies (Ferris et al., 2020). I also learned workplace stress could 

not be made to magically disappear. However, if I could help PreK-12 principals and 

others find a way to cope better with on-the-job stress, I might be able to say I 

contributed to the greater good.   

Through my study, I learned that PreK-12 principals use interpersonal political 

skill to cope with on-the-job stress by  

• having a sense of control,  

• through interactions with others,  

• though social understanding and finding their why,  

• by inspiring trust and confidence in others, and  

• through connecting with others.  

It is my hope that this research and the program inspired by my participants 

contributes to the greater good. Thereby, my hope is principals never again having to 

make the choice like the one Participant M described so vividly “…we're on an island by 

ourselves, or like a sinking ship by ourselves, and there is no life jacket. So, you either 

dive in and just do the best you can while the ship sinks, or you stay on the ship while 

everybody drowns.” The CCC gives me hope that I can provide a way for school leaders 

to cope with workplace stress in ways not thought of in the past. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Protocol 

 

Time of Interview:   

Date:   

Place:   

Interviewer:  Sandra Suiter 

Interviewee:  (Participant A, B, C…) 

Position of Interviewee:  PreK-12 Principal who has experienced on-the-job stress 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in my dissertation in practice research. The 

goal of the research is to understand principals’ perceptions of on-the-job stress, 

coping mechanisms for dealing with it, and possible barriers that may exist. I want 

to remind you that your comments will remain confidential. Please know you can 

take a break if needed and feel free to ask me any questions you have during our 

conversation or if you think of any later, do not hesitate to reach out and ask. If you 

are uncomfortable at any time, we can stop the interview process. Just let me know 

if this is the case.    

 

Questions: 

 

1. Tell me about the joys you experience in leading your school. 

 

2. Describe your most significant challenges and on-the-job stress you experience in 

your role? Describe the most significant challenges and on-the-job stress your 

colleagues experience in their roles as school leaders.  

(a.) How does this on-the-job stress affect you?  

(b.) How does it affect teachers and other staff members?  

(c.) How does it affect the school community?   

 

3. On-the-job stress is typical in most leadership experiences. Explain your 

perceptions of on-the-job stress for principals and how principals cope with it. 

What do others see in your behaviors as you experience and cope with on-the-job 

stress?  

 

4. Describe ways you deal with on-the-job stress.  

 

5. Tell me how you depend upon your colleagues to relieve on-the-job stress?  

 

6. Recall a time that you depended on a colleague for support in dealing with on-the-

job stress. Please tell me about it.  

 

7. Recall a time a colleague depended on you for support with on-the-job stress. 

Please tell me about it.  
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8. What barriers do you experience when depending on colleagues for support in 

dealing with on-the-job stress?  

 

9. When your colleagues rely on you for possible support, what barriers do you see 

them experiencing in their attempts to depend on you for support? 

 

The next two questions ask you to think about your use of interpersonal political skill. 

For this study, interpersonal political skill is defined as the ability to understand people in 

the workplace and using that information to influence others to achieve personal and 

organizational goals using social astuteness, interpersonal influence, networking ability, 

and apparent sincerity. Interpersonal political skill should not be confused with 

organizational politics which is using behavioral influence, strategically designed to 

achieve self-interest at the detriment of others and at the expense of organizational goals.  

 

10. How does interpersonal political skill affect your ability to depend on colleagues 

for support when dealing with on-the-job stress?  

 

11. How does interpersonal political skill affect colleagues in their attempts to rely on 

you for support? 

 

12. Is there something more you would like to add about coping with on-the-job 

stress that I have not asked? 

 

Additional questions for depth and breadth to the above questions: 

 

Would you expound on that? 

 

Tell me more. 

 

How would you describe that differently? 

 

I would like to hear more about that. 

 

Would you clarify that for me? 

 

What was the effect of that incident? 

 

What were the consequences? 

 

What was your reaction to that behavior? 

 

Take me through your thought processes during that time. 

 

Next, I will administer the Political Skill Inventory (see Appendix B).  
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The Political Skill Inventory will tell us your level of interpersonal political skill, which 

will further inform the data analysis. Please rate each statement with the number 1-7, 

depending on your agreement with them about your role as principal. Please be honest in 

your answers. Authenticity in your answers will provide a reliable outcome.   

 

When each participant concludes the PSI, I will thank them for their participation 

and remind them they may be contacted for follow up.  

 

At the end I will ask participants to answer the following demographic information: 

 

 -Identified ethnicity 

 -Years of experience 

 -Level of administrative experience? (elementary, middle, or high school) 

 -Gender 

 -Educational level 

 

Thank you for your voluntary participation in this research. I want to share the source of 

the Political Skill Inventory in case you are interested to learn more about it. (I will show 

a physical copy and share the name of the book and the authors). I may contact you 

for follow up questions, to review the transcript, or to verify themes garnered during the 

analysis.   

  

Observation Notes:  

 

Reflective Notes: 
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Appendix B  

 

Political Skill Inventory (Ferris et al., 2020) 

 

Instructions: Using the 7-point scale, please mark the item that best describes how much 

you agree with each statement about yourself.  

 

Q1 I spend a lot of time and effort at work networking with others. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

Q2 I am able to make most people feel comfortable and at ease around me. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

Q3 I am able to communicate easily and effectively with others.  

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 
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o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

Q4 It is easy for me to develop good rapport with most people. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

Q5 I understand people very well. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

Q6 I have developed a large network of colleagues and associates at work who I can call 

on for support when I really need to get things done. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 
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o Strongly Agree 

 

Q7 I am good at building relationships with influential people at work. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

Q8 I am particularly good at sensing the motivation and hidden agendas of others. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

Q9 When communicating with others, I try to be genuine in what I say and do. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 
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Q10 At work, I know a lot of important people and am well connected. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

Q11 I spend a lot of time at work developing connections with others. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

Q12 I am good at getting people to like me. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 
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Q13 It is important that people believe I am sincere in what I say and do. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

Q14 I try to show a genuine interest in other people. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

Q15 I am good at using my connections and network to make things happen at work. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 
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Q16 I have good intuition or savvy about how to present myself to others. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

Q17 I always seem to instinctively know the right things to say or do to influence others. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

Q18 I pay close attention to people’s facial expressions. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Slightly Disagree 

o Neutral 

o Slightly Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 
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Appendix C 

Social Media Recruitment Post 

 

PreK-12 Principals: I am seeking participants for my dissertation in practice research 

study on coping with workplace stress using interpersonal political skill. I hope to learn 

more about this phenomenon to inform school leaders, districts, and organizations on 

ways to better support school leaders who experience on-the-job stress.   

 

If you are a current PreK-12 principal who has experienced workplace stress and would 

be willing to share your experience by participating in this study, please complete this 

link.  

 

Thank you for considering this opportunity as together we can impact our profession in 

positive ways! 
 
Sandra Suiter 

Doctoral Candidate 

Creighton University 
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Appendix D 

 

Definitions the Four Facets of Interpersonal Political Skill 

 

 Definition 

Social Astuteness  

 

Munyon et al. (2015) defined socially 

astute individuals as those whose skills 

enable them to observe and to be acutely 

aware of diverse social situations. They 

understand their social behavior and 

others through various social settings. 

They are highly self-aware and self-

reflective. These individuals are also 

frequently described as those who are well 

adept at dealing with other people. 

  

Interpersonal Influence  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Networking Ability  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kimura (2014) described individuals with 

interpersonal influence as those who have 

a style that exudes one of strength yet 

exuding subtlety, at the same time, 

convincing, which goes a long way in 

influencing others. They are highly 

flexible with an innate ability to change 

others' behavior dependent upon the 

situation while trying to influence others 

to act in specific ways. Kimura contends 

leaders adjust their behaviors to elicit 

particular responses from those they 

intend to influence. Maher et al. (2018) 

added, individuals exhibiting 

interpersonal influence sway attitudes and 

behaviors of others while using influence 

strategies appropriate to given situations. 

 

Ferris et al. (2007) portrayed individuals 

with networking abilities as those who 

develop and utilize various groups of 

people for personal and organizational 

success. They build coalitions and 

alliances while building strong 

friendships. They are successful at 

conflict management, are good 

negotiators, are high in social capital, and 

are typically highly respected and trusted 

in their networks. The presence of these 

traits results in the ability to access favors 
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 Definition 

 

 

 

Apparent Sincerity 

 

when needed, or grant them if that is what 

is called for in any given situation. 

 

Ferris, Davidson, and Perrewé (2005) 

depicted individuals with apparent 

sincerity as those displaying unwavering 

levels of integrity, authenticity, sincerity, 

and genuineness; while being honest, 

transparent, and straightforward. This skill 

speaks to the perceived intention of the 

behavior. If the motive is perceived as 

selfishly driven, there is no apparent 

sincerity; however, if the behavior is not 

perceived as selfishly driven, then success 

follows. Consequently, those high in 

apparent sincerity do not use manipulation 

or coercion to get what they need. When 

necessary, they can hide ulterior motives 

for the good of the organization, but this 

does not promote hypocrisy among 

observers. 
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Appendix E 

 

Email with Link to Informed Consent 

 

Dear Potential Participant, 

 

Thank you for expressing interest in my study. Please read the information and consent 

form by clicking this link. Then, click the I consent button at the bottom of the form if 

you wish to proceed with the study, and add your email address in the final space. Once 

you have consented, I will send you a link to Calendly for you to set up a mutually 

acceptable time and date for us to meet virtually. The meeting should take less than an 

hour. I look forward to hearing about your experiences of coping with workplace stress. 

 

Sandra Suiter 

Doctoral Candidate 

Creighton University 
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Appendix F 

Creighton University Research Informed Consent 

August 20, 2020 

 

Dear Participant,  

 

I am a Sandra M. Suiter, a doctoral candidate at Creighton University, conducting 

research under the supervision of my Chair, Dr. Rob Koonce. My dissertation research is 

about workplace stress for PreK-12 principals and the use of interpersonal political skill 

as a coping mechanism. Participation in this study is voluntary and, if you choose to 

participate, you can withdraw from the study at any time. Please let me know if you have 

any questions at any time during the study.  

 

I am inviting you to participate in the study because you indicated your experience with 

on-the-job stress as a PreK-12 principal. Although there is no direct benefit to you for 

participating in this research, the findings may help district and school leaders to 

implement programs to support principals in their role as a leader.  

 

The potential risks of your participation in the study are minimal. There is no more risk 

than is associated with everyday living.  

 

This dissertation in practice is a qualitative methodology with a phenomenological 

design. I will seek to understand the experiences PreK-12 principals have about coping 

with workplace stress. I will gather data in two ways. The first way is through an 

interview I will conduct with you when I will ask several open-ended questions. There 

are no right or wrong answers. I merely want to understand your experience with 

workplace stress. The interview will take place remotely at a mutually agreed upon time. 

The interview will take about 45 minutes. Following the interview, I will administer the 

Political Skill Inventory through a link I will email to you. The inventory will help me 

understand your level of interpersonal political skill, which will add to the data gathered 

during the interview. The full process should take about an hour of your time.  

 

As the only researcher for the study, I will ask you to share personal and confidential 

information about yourself and your experiences leading your school. You are not 

required to answer any of the questions, nor do we have to continue if you decide to stop 

the process at any time. I will always keep your information confidential, not sharing 

your identity, others’ identities, or your school name. I will observe best practices in 

storing your information digitally on a password protected computer and cloud account. I 

will remove all identifying information from data gathered. No identifiable information 

will be used in any written reports associated with the study.   

 

Please contact me directly if you have any questions about this research. I can be reached 

at (402)-740-2524 or at SandraSuiter@creighton.edu. Additionally, if you have any 

questions about research participants’ rights, you can contact Creighton University’s 

Institutional Review Board at (402)-280-2126.  

mailto:SandraSuiter@creighton.edu
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Sincerely,                                                                                                                                                                         

Sandra M. Suiter                                                                                                                                                        

Doctoral Candidate, Creighton University 

 

 

Bill of Rights for Research Participants 

 

As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 

 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to 

make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the 

research. 

  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you 

begin the study. 

 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what 

you will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study. 

 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 

 

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and 

whether you will be compensated for participating in the study. 

 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your 

confidentiality will be protected. 

 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-

related injury, and about your rights as a research participant. 

 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have. 

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-related 

injury, and who will pay for research-related treatment.  
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Appendix G 

 

Email with Calendly Invite  

 

 

Dear Participant, 

 

Thank you for consenting to participate in my study. Please go to this link to sign up for a 

time for us to meet virtually to begin our conversation about workplace stress in the 

principalship. I look forward to meeting with you soon. 

 

Sandra Suiter 

Doctoral Candidate 

Creighton University 
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Appendix H 

 

Email for Member Checking  

 

 

Hello Participant, 

 

Thank you once again for taking time out of your very busy schedule to participate in my 

dissertation research. As a participant, I attached the transcript from our interview for 

your perusal. Feel free to read it over and let me know if there is anything incorrect or 

anything you would like to add. Additionally, if you thought of anything since our time 

together that you would like to add, please let me know. 

 

I may reach out to you again with further questions as I continue to collect data and 

analyze it. Thank you in advance for additional time you may give. 

 

Additionally, if you have colleagues for whom you think might be interested in 

participating in my study, please feel free to share the text of the email and link I included 

below.  

 

I appreciate your part in improving our profession for others! 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Sandra Suiter 

Doctoral Candidate 

Creighton University 
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Appendix I 

 

Email for Sharing of Themes and Subthemes with Participants 

 

Dear Participant, 

 

Thank you so much for participating in my study which hopes to answer how PreK-12 

principals cope with workplace stress using interpersonal political skill. I have completed 

chapters four and five and want to share with you the themes and subthemes derived from 

the data, please see the attached document. Feel free to share any feedback you have 

about the information.  

 

As a culmination to my study, I have created a plan called Creating Cultures of Coping. 

This would not have happened without your stories and words that informed my 

creativity in arriving at what I believe to be an innovative idea.  

 

I plan to defend my dissertation in January and hope to put together a short video for all 

of you for two reasons. One is a thank you for your participation and one is to share the 

results with each of you.  

 

Let me know if you have any questions or feedback. As you know, I am passionate about 

this topic and hope to help principals cope with workplace stress in the future.  

 

Take care and I hope you will be able to enjoy some much-needed time off over the 

holidays! 

 

Sandy Suiter 
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Appendix J 

 

Full Theme and Subtheme Outline  

Theme 1: Coping through having a Sense of Control (Combination of the Facets)    

Being organized, setting priorities, moving forward, and acting in intentional ways, acts 

as an antidote for oncoming stress.    

 

Well for me, I think it's that sense of control. You know what I find most stressful is when 

things seem to be out of control. I find comfort in ... I don't know if you'd call it 

relaxation, but in being prepared. You know, having things organized, having a game 

plan, you know, having people in place that I know, trust, rely on, helps me relax. 

(Participant T) 

 

The other thing that helps me cope is just staying organized, staying on top of the emails. 

Not letting things pile up. You know, so I kind of work harder to compensate for how 

much work I have to do, if that makes sense. (Participant T) 

 

Subtheme 1: Planning for Success to Happen                                                                            

Having a sense of control sets the wheels in motion toward successful outcomes. 

 

So, I try to, um, you know, when the stress is out there I try and put the things in 

the boxes where they belong, and, and then deal with it one at a time, and 

realizing what I can and can't do. There's some things I got to kick upstairs, there 

are other things I can kick downstairs, um, and, and kind of being mediator on 

that. (Participant O) 

 

And some of it is trying to be more proactive, getting myself ready for the 

upcoming week or cleaning up the prior week stuff, um, on the weekend. 

(Participant C) 

 

I would also say, probably one of my biggest challenges and something I work at 

consistently is, sometimes the mountain seems so high, you don't know where to 

start to climb it. And so I kind of, you know, put something off for a little while 

rather than just saying, "You know what? I got to [get started]." And, and the 

thing about it is that, once I get started it's no problem. It's just, talking myself 

into that. I'm a very... If I start something I'm going to finish it. (Participant C) 

 

I like to prioritize what I can and can't do. A big expression we have around here 

is that's a tomorrow problem. So, there are certain things that we will say, "Well, 

we need to do this.", and I said, "We do, but right now we need to do X, Y first, so 

that's going to be a tomorrow, or a next week, or a next month problem." I think I 

also try and realize what I can accomplish and what I can't, and, if there are too 

many what ifs or, or X's to solve then we call it what it is, and not try and pretend 

that we can solve it unless we have more information that comes from it. And to be 
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able to say that we can't do that right now is also the realistic, aspect of it. 

(Participant O) 

 

I mean, it's just, it's one of those things where I talk to kids a lot about it and I'm 

guilty of it, but you can't be, you can't be great at 100 things, I mean it's just not 

possible. You know, I would tell you couldn't be great at 10 things. You got to 

focus in on the three or four or five things and that you want to accomplish and 

get those things accomplished. (Participant C) 

 

We're working hard, we're doing the things we need to do, but it's like if we did 

some things differently, which means change, could we have those hard 

conversations and change the right direction within, you know, a year? Or do we 

make that change have to happen five or 10 years? It's like, "No, let's just meet it 

head forward and let's..." But yeah, we're going to make mistakes along the way, 

but we're already making mistakes, so here we go. (Participant I) 

 

Then seeing the progress, and seeing the steps forward and knowing that all the 

hard work that everybody is doing is paying off is very rewarding (Participant A). 

 

You just kind of like operating, because you didn't see the role as a whole, over 

the course of the school year. So once I was able to kind of create a timeline, an 

internal timeline of like what my expectations are and where am I going to, you 

know, to expect during this time, things started to become easier so that I could be 

proactive. (Participant G) 

 

Subtheme 2: Recognizing Good Stress                                                          

Recognizing good stress and working within that good stress is perceived as 

beneficial adrenaline.  

 

And it is that kind of stress that kind of makes your blood flow, and the reason that 

you love the job is because you're needed, and you can kind of go fix something? 

Yeah, so good stress is like, "Oh my God, it was hectic. I had to enroll 400 kids for 

AP exams but I did it." Boom, you know? (Participant M) 

 

The every day stress that comes through is part of the job, and, and it's not 

something to be avoided, it's actually part of the calculus of what you're doing. 

90% of your job is to solve problems, and problems are when things don't fit the 

right way, whether it's a personality, or a logistic, a schedule, whatever the case 

may be. So, the idea of having a quiet day is actually counterintuitive to (laughs) 

what a principal does, you know, our job is to solve problems. And that tension is 

something I kind of thrive on, I mean I like that…But the stress is sort of what 

keeps you sharp and actually I see it as a creative tool that kind of works with 

that. (Participant O)  

 

And so, it's not, you can't say that you're never going to be stressed. But some 

stress is a good thing, and so I think it's trying to use that stress to help you, 
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whether that's a deadline, right, whether that's people are counting on you, and if 

that can enable me, right, to say, okay, “I've got to get this done by this time, 

people are counting on me, and I can do that in a positive way” then that stress 

can be beneficial. And if I'm not able to do that, I think, then, stress can be, you 

know, defeating, or it can feel like everything is building up and there's no time. 

And so, it can also have a negative effect, from that perspective. (Participant S) 

 

And I think it's something that, you know, we need to do a better job of telling 

ourselves, while this may not be going well with this one particular kid, while I 

look at these other 100 kids over here that are flourishing and doing great. But I 

think it's the nature of the people that do the job well. I guess I don't know that I 

feel like I do the job well, but I mean, it's one of those things where it's just... I 

think it's the nature of the people. They know it's going to be stressful going in, but 

they also know they're not going to let something small or insignificant stop them 

basically. And it's going to be, we're going to power through. (Participant C)  

 

Subtheme 3: Hiding Stress                                                                                        

The need to hide stress from others can be stressful but when leaders control it to 

protect their followers, the stress may lessen.  

 

I'm hopeful. I really do try to hide it as much as possible because, the reality is, 

one of my mentors once told me that, "You’re the principal for a reason." …you 

can humanize yourself to your staff, but you don't want to place your burdens on 

them. You can give them reasons why you're doing what you're doing, but making 

them feel bad for you is never going to be productive because they're looking to 

you to be the leader. (Participant J) 

 

You know, no matter what's going on, I've got to be even-keeled and calm and, 

you know, regardless of how I might be feeling on the inside. I've certainly 

worked with people who, their bad day would make everybody have a bad day, so 

I try my best not to have that day. (Participant T) 

 

I work very hard not to show my stress to those who I'm responsible for. The last 

thing they need is a principal who appears to be ambivalent or wishy-washy, or 

overly concerned. That doesn't mean that the reality of life doesn't come through, 

but I do think I have a responsibility to project, uh, a certain strength of the 

institution, and a certain internal strength. So, I don't share my doubts with my 

teachers [who] need me to be the one who's the cheerleader, who's the coach, 

who's the, cop, you know, whoever it is. (Participant O) 

 

Well, part of this job, as you know, is being a cheerleader, right? You know, being 

out there and pumping people up and saying “You're doing a good job.” And I 

think if I go out and I said, "This is terrible, no this is awful." You know, I just had 

a bad meeting with ... I'm not unloading that on somebody. That's something that I 

have to manage. If I can't manage, I shouldn't be in this position. I have to 

manage those tough times in a way that I'm not reflecting on others, as far as, you 
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know, what my problems are. You know, my problems are my problems. And I have 

to be out there. I have to be a lot of things. I have to be a coach to people. I have 

to be a cheerleader to people. I have to be a psychiatrist to people sometimes. Uh, 

so I can't let my problems interfere with my daily interaction with them. 

(Participant V) 

 

And so, I, really try hard not to put out that persona that something is, you know, 

been challenging or is stressful. We really try to keep those things separate, um, 

as best I can. (Participant C) 

 

Subtheme 4: Maintaining a Persona                                                                             

A certain persona is expected of a school leader, naming it and controlling it saves 

the followers from cascading stress from the principal.  

 

Like every single moment of everything, how I look, whatever I say, everything 

that I do is over analyzed with every stakeholder that I'm interacting with. And so, 

I have to be cognizant of every word that comes out of my mouth, everything that I 

put on my body, all the facial expressions that I make, whether it be with my 

stakeholders that I'm serving or the ones that are supporting me or coaching me 

from above. It feels like you're on a microscope all the time. (Participant G) 

 

I have to put on a happy face a lot of the times when I don't want to, because I 

need them to be okay. And even though I'm not okay, you know. (Participant G) 

 

I think in our roles we're expected to have the same disposition day-in and day-

out. And so, I'm aware of it and I hope that others may not be, but I know as a 

person, if I'm feeling short or withdrawn or all of those things, that it probably 

means that I'm stressed. (Participant S) 

 

Um, I think it makes me more self-aware of what I'm doing, so I can't go off the 

cuff, I have to make sure that I stay in persona, you know when I'm the principal. 

You know, when I'm [ participant name] that's one thing, but when I'm, you know, 

[principal name] … it's one that you have to stay in character. (Participant O) 

 

Even though it may cause more stress for us and, you know, one of those deals 

where we try to do, do what's best for them. (Participant C) 

 

I would like to say that they don't know when I'm stressed, but I don't think that's 

true (laughs). I mean, I try to hide it, but I think they just worry about things, and 

they want to know that things are okay, and safe and stable. And I think that they 

would feel not very secure if I was showing stress all the time. I really try not to 

show it, which causes probably even more stress. But I try not to show it very 

much. (Participant E) 

 

Theme 2: Coping through Interactions with Others (Networking) 

Being out and about and relating with others is a way to cope with stress better.   
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And so, I put myself out in front and I build relationships, especially in the community. 

This has been work that's been going on for a while. This isn't just like I come in, all of a 

sudden, I'm doing this and this. I have built relationships along the way, that have 

become valuable to me now as a principal. And so, currently, it's allowed me to sit on 

three committees and four boards. And I didn't really expect that, but because of the 

relationships that I've built, it has allowed me to do that, which in turn brings respect to 

our school because they respect me because of my roles that I play. And so, I built those 

roles not to build me up, I built those roles to make sure that we have those relationships 

and connections for [school name] to draw upon when needed. (Participant D) 

 

I mean, really, it would be terrible not to have that network of people that you can call. I 

would hope, I know that the people that I work closely with, they lean on the people that 

they work most closely with administrative assistants, and you know, some of those 

relationships that they have formed within their buildings. (Participant A)  

 

Subtheme 1: Interactions with Stakeholders                                                               

Interacting with staff, students, and other stakeholders can be a direct source of 

coping with stress in positive ways.  

 

Networking is so important to be out and about talking to people and meeting 

people. And I'm saying even in the community to get out, to see our alumni, to be 

at games. Listen, I could be writing a new successful curriculum for the science 

department. And I could spend every weekend for two months writing that 

curriculum. And then at the end of two months, someone comes to me, and says, 

"How come you haven't been to a soccer game? Where were you at the football 

game on Sunday?" Right? Uh, networking, being visible, getting out there, you 

know, um, asking people how they are, you know, giving some feedback, positive 

feedback. (Participant V) 

 

Again, if you're, if you are going to be a person who sits behind your desk and 

you just close that door and let things happen out there, you're not going to be 

successful. So, you have to be a people, but you got to get out there and you, and 

you have to be visible as well. (Participant V) 

 

But I think just getting out in the community, for example, you know, I don't like 

being here where I am right now. I don't like sitting here at a desk. I like being out 

in the hallways, in the gym, in the cafeteria. It's great. It's a great way to connect, 

right? So being out and about always helps me. And when I get stressed, I'm 

going out to a class, I'm going out into the gym. (Participant, V) 

 

Just the movement, just circulation, building relationships, you know, talking to 

people, and you know, as well as I do as a building leader, sometimes your best 

meetings are in the corridors, your best meetings are in the cafeteria. So, I'll 

purposely bump into a faculty member who has cafeteria duty, "Hey, what's going 

on? How are you doing how's everything?" And, and it evolves into a very big 
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conversation. I gave them feedback that way. They're reluctant to come into my 

office and sit down and tell me those same things, but when I'm out and they're on 

their turf, it's a different story. (Participant V) 

 

I think, my stress, if I'm stressed, it means that there's a lot of work to be done. 

And so, then I'm probably tied in my office more than I want to be. And, you 

know, again, another challenge of being a principal is visibility. So that's an 

important notion. And when you're stressed, sometimes you get attached to your 

desk, and so you're not as present in the building. So, I think that's losing an 

important aspect of the job, and you have to be disciplined to kind of put in your 

calendar, "I'm going to walk to building this morning between, you know, 9:00 

and 10:00 and be present." And, um, if you're stressed, sometimes that can be the 

first thing to go. (Participant S) 

 

It's standing in the hallway, saying “hi” to the kids every morning when they walk 

in, and telling them, “Good morning,” and then standing there at the end of the 

day telling them, “Have a wonderful evening. We'll see you tomorrow.” 

(Participant D) 

 

Subtheme 2: Interacting with Other Principals 

Networking with peer principals provides a source of empathy for some and yet, a 

source of struggle for others.  

 

You know, I think there's a variety of ways. I think one big coping mechanism I see 

is we communicate with our peers and that helps us feel like we're not alone 

where we're all experiencing these similar challenges. So, when someone else can 

affirm that as well, it even helps you to, to feel better. (Participant Q) 

 

I depend on them to listen when I need to talk, to provide validation of feelings, 

validation of decisions. I depend on them to make me laugh, so that, you know, 

you can release some of that stress and to just be there. And just to know that 

they're there, if I ever need it. (Participant A) 

 

[Depending on each other for support is] still rare in the profession for principals 

to really let each other see just how bad it is. (Participant N) 

 

I don't think administrators do that very well to connect with each other. 

(Participant A) 

 

The biggest barrier is scheduling. There, aren't times in an administrator schedule 

that say, "Hey, go connect with your colleague." (Participant A) 

 

I think when you ask about colleagues, uh, the colleague principal model, the 

thing about it that's the struggle is it takes a lot of time. It takes a lot of time to get 

to really know a person to bring the trust level in to where it needs to be, to bring 

the sort of, sharing where it needs to go, and principals don't have that kind of 
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time. Where it's more, I'm more successful with that, within a school, working with 

the same individuals day in and day out. (Participant P) 

 

And then I also think it's a time piece that things are so busy in this role that you 

don't necessarily have 30 minutes to call a colleague, and sometimes you just 

want to drive home and listen to sports radio and zone out for 25 minutes before 

you have to walk into the door. So, I think there's a practical component, and then 

there's also this, I wanted people to know that I know what I'm doing component, 

as well. (Participant S) 

 

I mean, that's the time to be able to pick up the phone and, and make a phone call 

and, and ask for support. And then the flip side of it is you don't want to maybe 

feel like, you don't want to bother somebody during their day or anything like that 

because they may be dealing with something, as well. (Participant C) 

 

I mean it's just that whole idea of, you know how much stress you have on you, 

and you know how much time you have in the day. So, for you to take time away 

from another principal, and become a burden to them with how ... I mean, it's how 

I would feel. But I mean I just, I think that's heavy. And you don't want to do that. 

(Participant N) 

 

Subtheme 3: Interactions Seen as Opportunities, not Threats                        

Viewing the multifaceted job and other opportunities as a means for growth, 

learning, networking, and relationship building, curbs stressful outcomes. 

 

Joy in the multifaceted job. Before I was involved with school administration, I 

didn't realize how involved this position can be in a lot of different ways. And the 

influence that you have not only on classroom instruction, but teacher 

development, managing staff, [and] creating a vision, for the school. (Participant 

V) 

 

Staying in touch with fellow professionals, staying in touch with current research, 

keeping up with trends, not only in [name of state] and education, but around the 

country. I'm an adjunct professor at [university name]. And I've been teaching 

classes there for 10 years. And it really is a joy to go into one of those classes, 

whether it'd be a supervision class, a budget class in introduction, administration, 

educational administration class, and just talking about what you do every day. I 

didn't realize how cathartic it could be. (Participant V) 

 

And then on Saturdays, we would run this review class for the [name of state] 

[name of exam]. And I would have in that class about 30 students, but I would be 

with five other school building leaders. I would be with a superintendent from a 

[district name], an assistant superintendent from another [district name], two 

people from the [city name] department of education. A person who works in 

finance for the department of education. So, I'd be with five different diverse point 

of views to educational administration. What a, learning experience for me, I was 
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teaching the class with them, but I was getting more out of that class and I was 

giving, that's for sure. (Participant V) 

 

That's a resource. I think it's so important that a school building leader has, if 

they can get involved with something bigger than themselves, get themselves out 

of that school building, perhaps in a college or university level, just to teach a 

class or be connected to some of the professors there. What a, what a blessing 

that is. (Participant V) 

 

Well, everything that happens to us, we have to learn from whether it's a, a 

negative experience with another person, whether it's a failure. If it's a failure, 

how am I going to learn from that failure? I want to go home and give myself a 

pep talk almost every night saying, what did I learn today? What did I get out of 

today? Friday was really tough. It was a tough day for me, Friday, all the way 

home in the car. Over the weekend, I was giving myself pep talks. You know, 

writing in a journal saying these are the things I have to be aware of. These are 

the things that are happening to me right now. How is this going to make me 

stronger? How is this going to improve me as a school building leader in a [type 

of school] school? (Participant V) 

 

It's the most energizing and great[est] part of my job. I have had other roles in 

educational leadership that were very much sort of, set by the calendar, 

predictable. A principal's day isn't really typically predictable and that's a really 

exciting, kind of, interesting, curious thing. But it's also a source of stress. Who 

knows what's going to walk into the door next? Who knows what you're going to 

find when you're out and about. (Participant P) 

 

Theme 3: Coping through Understanding (Social Astuteness) 

Understanding the landscape of the school in terms of the people and the programs and 

practices lessens the levity stress can bring.  

  

I would say probably sharing the load more. I mean I know that there are people that are 

better at being able to get people to do some of those things and do them well. I guess 

that's something I think about often is just, "How can I get better at, getting people to 

understand, how we want to accomplish things?" (Participant C) 

 

Subtheme 1: Social Awareness 

Understanding how others prefer to work and interact allows the school leader to 

control the interactions, alleviating stress levels for the leader.    

 

We all have our strengths. We all have our weaknesses, so let's play on all of our 

strengths. Well, if we know how to massage what we need to get done to move 

forward for the better of the cause, then sometimes you have to put things that you 

really, maybe your own personal things aside to make it better for the group than 

you need to do those things. (Participant I) 
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I think that certain people are more gifted at being able to recognize what people 

might need from them. And some people are more empathetic or have kind of a 

greater way of reading people. Then, you know, there are people that are just 

more, "Well, okay, this is what I need for me. And good luck." (Participant A) 

 

I would say it's about cracking the code. It's about bringing out the best of the 

scenario, but also the best of the people. So, it's sort of, figuring a person out, 

being a good read of a person so you get a sense of what motivates them, what 

their desires are, what their struggles are, so that you can get them and the 

experience to an even higher, better level. When there's success and you see 

someone who's achieving more, serving students better, whatever it might be, or 

you know it’s, "Ah, look, this was the hidden sort of, source of motivation for this 

person." You, stumble upon it, and you see you know, sort of, a left turn become a 

right turn and there's good things that come from that… (Participant P) 

 

I just think if you don't have that skill, the, the ability to understand people in the 

workplace and how you can move [them] and make those personalities come 

together, you cannot move forward. The relationship piece I think is the most 

important, but most underrated thing of any group. If you can get people to work 

together and for a purpose greater than their own, you will become extremely 

successful. (Participant I) 

 

It's like making connections with people and connecting people and putting them 

together. And I think leveraging that, um, can really help, and that's fulfilling. And 

that is de-stressing, as well, when you're doing that. (Participant S) 

 

I think relationships change people change. We're supervising people who are 

near retirement age. We're supervising people of middle age with supervising, 

people right out of college. I think the focus is always mission centered to bring 

all those people online with what's important for the mission of your school. 

That's a challenge, you know? That's a challenge every day and, you know, people 

come from all walks of life very diverse. How do you get them all in on the same 

page? (Participant V)    

 

But it was interesting to see where I was maybe wrong or a little off about how 

people like to be communicated with and how they like to communicate. So, you 

know, it takes time and that takes relationship building to know, "Okay, for this 

person I need to be just very direct and I can be blunt with this person. This 

person I really kind of have to go there softly and gently and, you know, any piece 

of criticism they're going to take extremely personally, whereas this person, I 

know they can separate [the two]" (Participant T) 

 

I think knowing kind of the vibe of the school which is the ability to be able to 

read the relationship level, I think I do that very well. I think that can relieve 

stress because I'm able to be proactive in things that I know are coming down the 

pike, versus being reactive and now I've got this big blowup, you know, so being 
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able to be proactive is I feel a very big strength of mine. And knowing that I have 

teachers that are willing to come in and say, “Hey, did you know that this is 

happening?” And being able to get out there and meet it head-on before it 

becomes a bigger issue [is important]. (Participant B) 

 

Subtheme 2: Finding the Why                                                                         

Reconnecting with why one goes into educational leadership reminds the principal 

of the higher purpose for doing the job verifying for them the difficult job is 

worth the struggle.  

 

The joys I experience, I honestly feel like I am in a job that is a vocation. 

Education has been a passion of mine. I figured out pretty early on in my career 

that it's something that, you know, I want to spend the rest of my life doing. So, 

the joys come from doing something that brings great fulfillment to me personally, 

and it also comes through working with our students and our faculty and the 

opportunity to be involved in a profession that allows you to serve and help other 

people is something also that brings me joy. (Participant S) 

 

Because it takes you back to what is the point of all of this work. You know, the 

point of this work is student engagement, and teacher engagement and sort of, an 

enrichment of mind and heart and you see all of that in a live classroom. So, it 

sort of, cuts through the chase and is a terrific sort of, vitamin to then head back 

into whatever you got to still trudge through… that report needs to get done, you 

know, you can do that. (Participant P) 

 

Well, it really just beats you down. And you just, you know, you're giving 

everything you can to this job and I mean, just to be blunt, it is ... I mean, it just 

wears you down until you're just like, "What is the point of doing all of this?" And 

you try to remember that the students are the reason. (Participant N) 

 

Um, otherwise, yeah, it's getting out, it's finding joy in the students. You know, I 

love going to games, going to concerts, going to plays, watching the kids do what 

they love. What gets them excited gets me excited. You know, if I see them 

enjoying themselves, even if it's just watching them socialize during lunch or, you 

know, after school that I find helps me cope a little bit. (Participant T) 

 

And I have to check myself sometimes. Like now, I have to get up and just walk 

around the building. And so, I just have to get up and go for a walk and remove 

myself from it, collect my thoughts, remind myself what we're doing, why we do it, 

the purpose of it, and then come back and get back to work. (Participant D) 

 

All the planning, all the meetings, all the Zoom calls, all the late nights were 

worth it when those first kids, you know, walked back through the door and they 

were happy to be here. It's the joys of the mission, of doing something that you 

love and something you believe in. (Participant T) 
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Theme 4: Coping by Inspiring Trust and Confidence in Others (Apparent Sincerity) 

Inspiring confidence and trust emboldens leaders to carefully manage stress.  

 

But it has to be this feeling that there's someone who is controlling the rudder, someone 

at the steering wheel, someone who's pointing us in the right direction. I hope that's the 

feeling they get. I'm sure it's not all the time, but I hope that's the feeling that they get. 

(Participant V) 

 

Being a principal or an educational administrator in multiple roles, you're responsible 

for all you can control. But also held accountable for a great deal that's beyond your 

control. And I think it's how you manage that, that yes, can be stressful, but can also lead 

to great success because it inspires confidence from other individuals uh, it gets the work 

done. (Participant P) 

 

Subtheme 1: Being Sincere and Genuine                                                                 

Faking sincerity can cause more stress for individuals; being genuine can act as a 

buffer between stress and the individual.   

 

I don't know how long you can fake sincerity. You can do that for a day, for a 

week, for a month, but as a principal because, you know, it's like a baseball 

season we're in every day, you know, the good times, the bad, the rainy days, the 

sunny days. So, I don't think you can fake it. (Participant O) 

 

Because if you're not sincere and passionate about where you are at the time and 

what your job is at the time, I can't see you being successful. Because I think 

people have to see you as the leader who is invested as much, if not more than 

them. So, if you're not invested in, you're not sincere about your approach, then 

you know, like they always say you can fool people sometimes you can't fool kids 

will see right through you. (Participant V) 

 

That adds to stress, because you can't, you have to be guarded when you talk, and 

you have to not filter more on what you're saying. At least in my mind. I have to 

filter more of what I'm saying, because I can't show everything. And then I worry 

about how people perceive me on that. So, I think worrying about perception is, 

that's also stressful. (Participant E) 

 

You know, one of the things that our head of school always says is the school will 

go as we go. And in many ways, what he means by that is that, you know, as an 

administrator, as a principal, you kind of set a tone for a building, and so if we 

started the school year in this pandemic and we were like, well, we hope it works. 

We really worked hard. And like people are going to be fearful and doubtful and 

negative, but if we come in and say, we developed a strong plan, we worked so 

hard over the summer, we're so excited to be here, that's contagious. And you need 

to do that in an authentic way. So yes, your disposition must be constant but I 

think within that, I try to be authentic and transparent. (Participant S) 
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I do think that it's essential for a leader to understand those skills, but not come 

off as a used car sales[person]. So, if people don't believe you and if people think 

that you're full of, you know, whatever, you destroy your ability to achieve goals. 

(Participant O) 

 

I would say there, I would now I'm a bit more vulnerable with staff just to further 

build relationships, and validate their experience. But I still keep a fine line even 

with the vulnerability, and transparency that I'm willing to give. But I think some 

of it is important to validate other people's experiences, their emotions, and just 

to humanize yourself into, in this role. So, I do, do that. (Participant M) 

 

Subtheme 2: Not Inspiring Trust and Confidence                                                  

Some leaders engage in behaviors that do not inspire trust and confidence, 

decreasing their ability to manage stress.   

 

If I'm like withdrawn or shutdown, that teacher could think, "Well, maybe, what 

did I do? Did I do something?" And if that is communicated in such a way can 

have a negative effect on people's own perception of their job performance, 

potentially. They could look at me from the outside and draw a conclusion based 

upon what I'm modeling or not about how it perhaps impacts them. (Participant 

S) 

 

You know it's kind of the idea of like micromanaging. You don't want to constantly 

have to do that. I worry about that a lot myself, but at the same time if you have 

that mentality of, "I'm just going to do it myself." And some people are like you 

know, "Go ahead." You know what I mean? Like they'll just, they'll step back and 

say, "Well, I know that this person... You know [name of principal] is just going to 

fix it anyway. And so, um, why do I need to worry about it?" (Participant C) 

 

And then they can feel as not connected to me, which is really important as a 

leader, that they feel like you support them and they're connected to you. And so, 

when I'm stressed, then they, you know, feel disconnected from me. So, I have to 

be really aware of my stress and how I'm managing it so that I don't create 

dissonance between me and the staff. And like my awareness of my stress is key on 

a regular basis. But when I'm not aware I know immediately that creates a level of 

dissonance and I don't see people, I always see tasks when I'm stressed. 

(Participant G) 

 

They recognize it when it's happening, and then they have a tendency to stay back 

or stay away. And I don't like to send that message and I don't want that to 

happen. But that is automatically just what happens. They can sense it and they 

feel it because they know that most of the time I'm upbeat and I'm keeping it 

positive and I'm keeping it moving. And when they see that they're not getting that 

from me, they know there's a problem. And so, they have a tendency just to stay 

away. And I don't want that. I don't want to create that kind of environment. So 
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that is very important for me to make sure that I take the time to walk away so 

that I'm not doing that. (Participant D) 

 

Theme 5: Coping through Connecting (Interpersonal Influence).                                  

By connecting with others, people gain a sense of confidence that they can control the 

processes and outcomes of interactions.  

 

So how I cope is I need people around me. I need to talk through things with other people 

to see the bigger picture. I think for me, that's a de-stressor. If I can get other people's 

views and just see where they're coming from, that's my stress relief because there's some 

positiveness in knowing you're on the right direction. Or, “I never thought about that, that 

if I make that decision, I never thought about how it would affect someone else." 

(Participant I) 

 

And then having a close administrative team, so having close colleagues that you can 

confide in and support one another with. That's probably the number one way that I cope 

with stress, is by popping into a fellow administrator's office or something, and kind of 

having those candid conversations. (Participant S) 

 

I know that the people that I work closely with, they lean on the people that they work 

most closely with, administrative assistants. Some of those relationships that they have 

formed within their buildings. (Participant A) 

 

I think this is all about forging relationships in school building and the relationship 

between a building leader and the student's relationship between the faculty and staff and 

the building leader relationship of parents, relationship of alumni and school building 

leader. All these factors add up to our vision, a product of our vision and our school, and 

mission as well. So, relationships are [of] primary importance to me. (Participant V) 

 

I would say it impacts the relationships because again, you know as an administrator, 

sometimes walking the hallways, you get those impromptu conversations that never 

would've happened if you're just sitting in the office. So, I, you know, it's easier to get out 

of touch with what's going on, easier to, you know, be seen as unapproachable. If 

mentally unfocused, maybe the email that I write isn't as clear, or maybe I don't follow up 

like I should, or, make a decision a little bit too quickly without thinking through all of 

the implications and, of course, those can impact relationships, which is at the core of 

everything that we do. (Participant T) 

 

I would say the second thing is being able to build relationships with my staff, my support 

staff, my faculty, custodians, etc. And I think just in these [number of years] building 

relationships, and like really learning about who they are as people, and what they bring 

to the site has been awesome. And I would say the third thing of course…but I think the 

most important is building those connections or relationships with students. (Participant 

M) 
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I think, part of what I love to do every day is just to try to make everybody's lives a little 

bit easier. Let teachers know that I care about them and when I'm doing, that’s when I 

feel my best. When I'm talking to kids in the hallway and letting them know that their 

principal isn't just somebody who sits in an office, that [gender] cares about them. And 

[gender] is interested in their life, and what their name is. (Participant N) 

 

Theme 6: Little Awareness of Using Interpersonal Political Skill or its Benefits 

Principals do not understand the benefit of practicing interpersonal political skill nor the 

paybacks.   

 

I think there are the principals who can do it on occasion. And I think all principals can 

do it on occasion. But then I think there are the principals who, it's a part of, of 

everything they do. (Participant N) 

 

I think it creates a lot more stress. I think if you're doing your job well, then you're doing 

those things. And not all administrators do that, because those items take a lot of work. 

They are you know, you don't sit at your desk and get those things checked off a list. I just 

think political skill is just absolutely a ton of work. I think that's why a lot of people don't 

do it. It's just a lot of work. I really haven't been involved with too many principals who 

are really good at that. (Participant N) 

 

And I'm supposed to do all those things? I'm stressed out by that (laughs). I'm supposed 

to be really good at all those things? That's stressful (laughs). To even know that there's, 

like, a rating or a rubric, or you're being judged on that, that to me is stressful. 

(Participant E) 
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