Canadian Journal of Educational Administration and Policy, 203, 2-12

School Principals’ Work Intensification and Resilience:
A Call for Structural Change

Katina Pollock, Ruth Nielsen, & Shankar Singh
Western University

Abstract

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, principals have taken on increased responsibilities. Principals
who are thriving are praised for their resilience while those who are struggling are inundated with calls
to build their resilience. In this conceptual article, we problematize the overemphasis on individual
responsibility that is implicit in pro-resilience narratives. We reviewed the interdisciplinary literature
and used an inductive approach to examine resilience narratives across historical and disciplinary arcs,
with specific attention given to the school leadership literature. We argue that, within the context of this
pro-resilience movement, if attention is not given to the structural conditions of work intensification, the
education system is setting K—12 principals up to experience adverse unintended consequences. These
consequences can worsen existing mental health issues, such as occupational burnout, or exacerbate
mental health stigma. We conclude by suggesting that structural changes could disrupt this individual-
ization of responsibility and overreliance on the personal resiliency of school principals.

Keywords: resilience, school principals, educational leadership, COVID-19, work intensification, mental
health stigma

COVID-19 has exacerbated existing issues in all aspects of life, including school leadership. School
principals’ work has broadened to include more active responsibility for the health and well-being of
students and staff, while also managing the unprecedented switch to virtual schooling and back again
(Anderson, 2020; Osmond-Johnson et al., 2020; Pollock, 2020; Ward, 2020). These responsibilities add
to the existing trend of increasing work intensification and decreasing mental well-being among school
principals (DeMatthews et al., 2021; Faubert et al., 2019; Pollock & Wang, 2020; Wang & Pollock, 2020).
Principals who thrive in these conditions are being praised for their resilience, while those who do not
are being called to cultivate resilience (Earp, 2020; Hudson et al., 2021; Kress, 2020; Kumar & Luthar,
2020). In this article we explore competing understandings of resilience across multiple disciplines and
present some suggestions for structural change in light of the impact these understandings of resiliency
are having on contemporary school principals. We argue that an overemphasis on individual resilien-
cy without structural supports and system-level considerations can negatively impact school leaders.
Specifically, we argue that overemphasizing resilience makes individuals responsible for adapting to
adverse working conditions that are beyond their control to change, rather than considering institu-
tional responsibility for implementing structural changes to improve working conditions. Although re-
silience may be a beneficial skill for individuals to overcome short-term adversity, the onus to change
system-wide, long-term adverse conditions, such as work intensification, predominantly remains within
the purview of institutions.
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Methodology

We reviewed interdisciplinary research to examine resilience narratives across historical and disciplinary
arcs, with specific attention given to the ways in which resilience is advocated for in the school leadership
literature. We applied inductive qualitative coding to the literature using the broad questions, “What is
resilience and how is it understood in different fields? What are the components of resilience? How is
the notion of resilience applied to principals’ work?” In our analysis, we asked, “Why has there been a
growing interest in resilience following the pandemic? What is driving this interest? What is not being
said in the current research?” We used a date range of 1980—present so as to include the body of research
from the end of the 20th century that informed the more current research from the first two decades of
the 21st century. To ensure we found research from multiple disciplines while also targeting educational
leadership research, we used the following research databases: Education Databases, Google Scholar,
JSTOR, ProQuest, and Scopus.

We began our literature search by broadly using the keywords “resilience” and “resiliency.” After
developing a literature base that detailed how resilience was defined and conceptualized in various fields,
we narrowed our search to focus on school leadership by adding Boolean operators along with the key-
words “school leadership,” “educational leadership,” “principal,” “headteacher,” and “administrator.”
From there, we further focused our research to include the keywords “work intensification,” and “work-
load,” which we know from previous research affects principals’ work (Allen et al., 1999; Lee et al., 2021;
Pollock et al., 2015). Having added the keywords “work intensification” and “workload,” we noted that
most of the current literature advocated for principals to build their resilience amid COVID-19 and work
intensification but did not problematize the notion of resilience.

To code the literature, we created a matrix from our driving questions. Our most broad headings
were: “origin of the term/definitions,” “components of resilience,” and “critiques of resilience.” As we an-
alyzed the literature, we inductively created further delineation in the matrix. For example, “components
of resilience” was delineated into “resilient practices,” “building/creating resilience,” “overabundance
of resilience,” “lack of resilience,” “resilient principals,” and “non-resilient principals.” After initially
coding, we analyzed the matrix as a whole against our existing knowledge of resilience in the field of
educational leadership.

EEINT3

Defining Resilience

The term resilience comes from the Latin resilio, meaning to “jump back™ or “spring back” (Fleming
& Ledogar, 2008; Lane et al., 2013). The term was originally used in the pure and applied sciences to
describe how microorganisms would survive adverse conditions and how materials would return to their
original shape after being altered (Lane et al., 2013; Luthar & Zelazo, 2003). Resilience made its way
into the psychology and psychiatry literature in the 1980s, where it was used to describe either the trait
or skill that enabled sufferers of abuse, significant stress, or trauma to remain well adapted (Anthony &
Cohler, 1987; Fleming & Ledogar, 2008; Luthar, 2006; Rutter, 1999; Traynor, 2018; Werner, 1995). Al-
though the psychology literature consistently defines resilience as overcoming adversity, it also contains
significant debate about whether resilience is an intrinsic trait (Higgins, 1994; Werner & Smith, 2001), or
a skill learned over time (Luthar & Zelazo, 2003; Martinez-Marti & Ruch, 2017; Masten, 1999; Patterson
& Kelleher, 2005).

Resilience as a Trait

When resilience is considered a trait, resilient people are understood to be innately resilient to, and there-
fore unaffected by, stress, and people who do not have this trait innately lack resilience and therefore
experience negative consequences of stress (Block & Block, 1980; Martinez-Marti & Ruch, 2017, Werner
& Smith, 2001). Researchers from this camp have argued that resilient people share other traits, such as
low neuroticism, openness to change, and less anxiety about the future (Block & Block, 1980; Lazaridou,
2020). In this view, the opposite trait to resilience is brittleness, which is characterized by “little adaptive
flexibility, an inability to respond to the dynamic requirements of the situation [...] when encountering
changed circumstances or when under stress, and a difficulty in recouping after traumatic experiences”
(Block & Block, 1980, p. 48). When resilience is considered a trait, an individual’s inability to recover
from stress and adversity is denigrated as a personality fault, leaving little room for improvement. Most
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resilience-as-trait theorists acknowledge that some skills associated with resilience, like creative prob-
lem-solving, can be learned through mentorship, experience, or specific training (e.g., cognitive behav-
ioral therapy) (Higgins, 1994; Werner & Smith, 2001; Windle, 2011).

Resilience as a Skill

In more contemporary literature, resilience is largely considered a skill (Barton et al., 2020; Bethune,
2020; Kelly, 2020; Korosteleva & Petrova, 2020; Luthar, 2006; Patterson & Kelleher, 2005; Runner &
Marshall, 2003). According to this understanding, resilience is learned over time through successfully
navigating stressful and adversarial experiences (Howard & Johnson, 2004; Lazaridou, 2020; Runner
& Marshall, 2003; Windle, 2011). Here, resilience is associated with skills in problem-solving, effective
time management, and self-efficacy (Jagger & Lewith, 2016; Li et al., 2017; Martinez-Marti & Ruch,
2017). Resilience is further attributed to external characteristics, such as having a strong support net-
work, good work—life balance, and healthy self-care strategies (Baylis, 2020; Bonanno & Mancini, 2008;
Howard & Johnson, 2004; IThme & Sundstrom, 2020; Kelly, 2020; Lowe, 2020; Ozbay et al., 2013). When
resilience is a skill, there is no opposite—only a lack of training. Relatedly, career resilience adds oc-
cupational specificity to the concept (Papaioannou et al., 2022). Career resilience describes a person’s
ability to maintain professional well-being amid work-related adversities such as career change, stress,
and difficult work environments (McCann et al., 2013; Papaioannou et al., 2022).

Resilience as Continuum
Some theorists have offered a more critical understanding of resilience. Hunter and Chandler (1999)
offered one of the most widely cited critiques, arguing that resilience exists on a continuum of more and
less optimum resilience, where less optimum resilience can lead to maladaptation in adults who show
unhealthy responses to adversity “such as insinuation, isolation, disconnecting, denial, and aggression or
[...] violence” (p. 246). With this continuum, an overemphasis on using resilience to push through stress
may decrease an individual’s awareness of the negative impacts of stress, making those individuals more
likely to remain in adverse conditions despite negative personal consequences (Chamorro-Premuzic &
Lusk, 2017; Hunter & Chandler, 1999). Further, an overfocus on resilience may dismiss the organization-
al and structural deficits that make resilience necessary, placing the onus for change on the individual
(Attenberg, 2020; Chamorro-Premuzic & Lusk, 2017; Olsson et al., 2015; Traynor, 2018). By overempha-
sizing individual resilience, the individual becomes responsible for alleviating adversities rather than the
organization being responsible for improving working conditions. In understanding potential negative
consequences of resilience for principals, it is important to understand the context in which principals
are working. In this paper, we focus on the phenomenon of principals’ work intensification.

After considering these multiple and changing definitions, we define resilience as an adaptive and
multifaceted lifelong process of developing skills to positively overcome adversity (Masten, 2007,
Miinch et al., 2020; Olsson et al., 2015; Shaw et al. 2016).

Principals’ Work Intensification

Principals’ work intensification is characterized by an increasing number of complex tasks that are re-
quired to be completed in shorter periods of time with fewer resources on an ongoing basis (Dulude &
Milley, 2020; Pollock et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2021). Internationally, principals have reported working
an average of 60 hours per week (Wang et al., 2021). Such overwork is associated with negative mental,
physical, and cognitive health effects (Li et al., 2019; Pega et al., 2021; Virtanen et al., 2009). Many prin-
cipals have also reported feeling a demand to be available 24 hours a day as increased technology-based
communication makes the barrier between work and home permeable (Pollock & Hauseman, 2019).
These overall trends can be broadly categorized under the term work intensification (Allan et al., 1999;
Pollock et al., 2015; Pollock & Wang, 2020; Wang & Pollock, 2020). Rather than advancing suggestions
for structural solutions to work intensification, recent educational leadership trends have called for indi-
vidual solutions in the form of principal resilience.



CJEAP, 203

Principal Resilience
Much of the existing educational leadership literature positions the development of resilience as a key skill
for school principals. Professional magazines (Allison, 2012; Bethune, 2020), opinion pieces (Ainsworth
& Oldfield, 2019; Ozmusul, 2017; Patterson, 2001), qualitative research (Lane et al., 2013; Lazaridou,
2020; Papaioannou et al., 2022; Patterson & Patterson, 2009; Simon & Gibson, 2019; Steward, 2014)
quantitative research (Allen et al., 2018; Isaacs, 2012; Offutt, 2011), and official leadership frameworks
(Ontario Institute for Educational Leadership, 2013) have all argued that school principals must develop
resilience to be successful leaders and to lead successful schools. This literature posits that resilient
principals are flexible, organized, and better able to inspire a shared vision in their schools (Al-Omari,
2017; Lane et al., 2013; Lowe, 2020). Resilient principals take personal responsibility for their schools,
are realistically optimistic when practicing courageous decision-making, and communicate clear moral
values in their leadership (Lazaridou, 2020; Lazaridou & Beka, 2015). In the face of chronic adversity
and stress, resilient principals are said to remain even-tempered, rational, and focused (Gordon, 1995;
Loeher & Shwartz, 2005; Patterson & Patterson, 2009). Conversely, non-resilient principals are said to
lack key leadership qualities and may inspire a lack of resilience in staff, potentially creating lower job
satisfaction, less productivity, and overall disorder in the workplace (Ihme & Sundstrom, 2020).
Although literature explicitly related to non-resilient principals is sparse, literature encouraging pro-
fessional development (PD) for principal resilience is growing (Lantieri et al., 2016; Ontario Catholic
Principals’ Council, 2018; Ontario Principals’ Council, 2020; Simon & Gibson, 2018; Toronto District
School Board, 2020). Such PD implies that resilience is a skill that some principals lack and therefore can
and should work to develop. The negative association with admitting a lack of resilience may exacerbate
existing mental health issues by creating stigma around acknowledging or disclosing struggles with re-
silience (Bethune, 2020; Block & Block, 1980; Kelly, 2020).

Risks of Overemphasizing Resilience Without Structural Supports

Calls for principals to cultivate their resilience as a means to withstand work intensification may have
negative consequences for principals in the form of poor mental health outcomes, such as burnout and
the development of mental health stigma. Although much of the current discourse around resilience
positions it as an inherently beneficial trait, some researchers, such as Hunter and Chandler (1999), have
theorized that an overemphasis on resilience as a coping strategy may lead to maladaptive practices such
as isolation and personal disconnect. In a large-scale research study from Ontario, Canada, over 40% of
school principals reported feeling isolated in their role in both 2012 and 2019 (Pollock & Wang, 2020;
Pollock et al., 2015). The consequences of isolation and personal disconnect are not dissimilar from the
symptoms of professional burnout. Burnout is characterized by feelings of isolation, depersonalization,
decreased satisfaction, physical and cognitive exhaustion, and overall lower mental health (DeMatthews
et al., 2021; Friedman, 1995; Maslach & Jackson, 1985). Burnout is an increasing issue in the principal-
ship (Beausaert et al., 2016; DeMatthews et al., 2021; Horwood et al., 2021); however, these feelings of
burnout have been shown to diminish when principals have strong social support (Beausaert et al., 2016).
Conversely, framing resilience as only an individualist endeavor may contribute to burnout and other
mental health issues through the promotion of mental health stigma.

Mental health stigma refers to personal, social, or systemic negative associations with mental health
issues that lead individuals to deny their experiences to prevent potential discrimination, prejudice,
stereotypes, self-doubt, or humiliation (Ahmedani, 2011; Holder et al., 2019; Walker, 2021). Although
mental health stigma can affect any individual, it can occupationally manifest for individuals in high
pressure, leadership-focused careers such as social work (Ahmedani, 2011), health care (Wallace, 2010)
and, crucially for our purposes, school principals (Walker, 2021). For these professionals, the consistent
messaging that they must be role models of resilience (Allison, 2012; Munby, 2020; Patterson, 2001),
and the pervasive conceptualization of non-resilience resulting in brittle, insufficient leadership (Block
& Block, 1980; Ihme & Sundstrom, 2020), may stigmatize—and thereby lead to further—mental health
issues (Walker, 2021). Moreover, mental health stigma may discourage leaders from accessing mental
health supports (Ahmedani, 2011; Walker, 2021) because stigma instills a fear that admitting illness
means they may be admitting fault or, in the case of principals, occupational incompetence (Ahmedani,
2011; Holder et al., 2019; Walker, 2021).
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The constant messaging to principals that they must develop their resilience while structural changes are
not made to address work intensification creates a culture in which seeking out support signifies non-re-
silience. For example, in a professional blog for principals in Ontario, Canada during March 2020—the
peak of COVID-19 related chaos—educational leadership theorist Steve Munby (2020) told principals:
“Even if we are struggling inside [...] the job of leaders is to be there, to get up the next morning and
go back to work because nobody else can do this and it is down to us” (para. 10). The message is clear:
Principals ought to use their individual resilience to mediate the shortcomings of an institution, de-
spite any negative consequences. In the long term, this hyperfocus on resilience and stigmatization of
mental health concerns may exacerbate some of the well-being issues principals were facing before the
COVID-19 pandemic, such as poor mental health, exhaustion, low job satisfaction, and burnout (Beau-
saert et al., 2016; Pollock & Wang, 2020; Wang et al., 2018), while simultaneously hindering principals’
willingness to access mental health supports.

Efforts to disrupt what we argue is a root cause of trends toward overemphasizing resilience—work
intensification—are inhibited by Education Acts, which position principals as independently responsible
for school leadership. If principals are experiencing additional stress and burnout (Beausaert et al., 2016;
DeMatthews et al., 2021; Horwood et al., 2021) in jurisdictions that claim there is ample support and
training for them to be resilient, then there is a larger issue at play here: work intensification, which has
been exacerbated during the pandemic years. As mentioned earlier, work intensification for principals
occurs when they are expected to engage in a greater diversity of tasks, with higher frequency, without
additional time or staff, and with no downtime (Allen et al., 1999; Pollock et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2021).
Researchers who study school principals’ work intensification have made some suggestions for structur-
al changes that may be more effective in the long term than pushing for individual resilience.

Suggestions for Legislative Changes

Work intensification cannot be mitigated without changes to policy and legislation that enable principals
to distribute leadership tasks formally and legally. For the role of the principal to be manageable, we
suggest that legislative changes are necessary. Deep, meaningful distribution of school leaders” work in
Canada is arguably inhibited, in part, by provincial/territorial legislation (e.g., British Columbia School
Act, 1996; Ontario Education Act, 1990). Although provincial legislation allows for some delegation of
tasks to vice-principals and other school staff, the principal still remains legally responsible for the en-
actment and outcome of delegated tasks. In other words, while legislation enables principals to delegate
tasks, that delegation does not absolve their sole legal responsibility for everything that happens on the
school site. For example, if a delegated responsibility is called into question and someone is held ac-
countable, rarely is it the person carrying out the delegated role. As such, delegation does not necessarily
alleviate emotional workload.

These types of legislative changes have been introduced in international contexts, opening a path
for a reconceptualized school leadership team approach. Chile and England have instituted an additional
formal position that moves leadership from an individual to a group endeavor. In these countries, school
leadership is considered a process and decision-making does not rely on one individual in one role, but
rather two individuals in two roles (Flessa, 2014). In Chile, educational administration includes direc-
tores (principals) who oversee managerial leadership tasks and jefes pedagogicos (pedagogical heads)
who are responsible for administrative and instructional/pedagogical leadership (Flessa, 2014). England
introduced the role of school business leaders in the early 2000s (Armstrong, 2021). School business
leaders manage schools’ operational and financial leadership externally from the school, with the pur-
pose of allowing school principals more time to focus on instructional leadership (Armstrong, 2021).
In both contexts, policy changes reconceptualized school leadership to allow for the distribution of
leadership tasks, which reduced principals’ work intensification and allowed them to focus on the skills
for which they were promoted—instructional and curriculum leadership in education—while allowing
other team members to focus on the administrative and/or financial aspects of the role. Rather than ask-
ing principals to develop resilience to withstand the adverse effects of work intensification, these policy
changes would revise the role expectations to better support principals.
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Conclusion

In this article, we presented competing notions of resilience in the existing interdisciplinary research to
highlight the overemphasis on individual resilience as a response to various stressors. Specifically, over-
emphasizing individual resilience without implementing structural changes and supports can lead to ad-
verse unintended consequences such as burnout for school leaders who experience work intensification.
We provided suggestions for structural and legislative changes that would help mitigate this overreliance
on individual resilience and contribute to school leaders’ personal and professional well-being.
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